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To A. and A. (and J., too) 
 
“The race is not given to the swift, nor the strong 
but to the one who endures to the end.” 
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 Elma Lewis, founder of the Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts, National Center of 
Afro-American Artists, and Museum of the National Center of Artists, was the subject of 
this historical case study.  Focused attention was directed at Lewis’ philosophy, her 
School of Fine Arts, and her use of arts education as a tool for achieving racial pride and 
equity for mid-century Black Bostonians.  Objectives of this study included recording 
Lewis’ philosophy and its relationship to Garveyism as well as cataloguing the means by 
which Lewis’ ideals advanced African Americans in their pursuit of racial pride and 
equity.  Data for the study was assembled from primary and secondary sources.  Primary 
source materials preserved in the archives of Elma Lewis, her School of Fine Arts 
(ELSFA), the National Center of Afro-American Artists (NCAAA), and the Museum of 
the National Center of Afro-American Artists (MNCAAA) were mined for relevant data 
as were third party interviews and the NCAAA website.  Interviews of former ELSFA 
faculty, students, parents, and community members conducted by this researcher breathed 
renewed life into dormant archival materials while simultaneously triangulating all data.  
Findings identify Lewis’ philosophy of arts education as cultural emancipation (AECE) 
as an artistic relative of Garveyism and related yet distinct from music education 
  viii 
philosophies centering aesthetic education and participatory action.  Recommendations 
for future research identify topics within music/arts education’s burgeoning domain of 
African American arts education. 
  ix 
 
PREFACE 
Elma Lewis: who was she and how did she achieve her epic feats?  Who inspired 
her point of view and how did she conspire with the unique variables of her moment in 
time and place to create such unprecedented results?  These questions, and others like 
them, inspired and guided this historical case study.  It is my sincere hope that this 
research provides readers with insight into the unique vision of this distinctive artist-
educator-activist and sheds a nuanced light on her philosophy and the community-
altering work of her School of Fine Arts and National Center of Afro-American Artists. 
Figure 1. Sonya White Hope gazing at Elma Lewis portrait. 
Photo by Carol Murray, 2016. 
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Becoming Black: My Path to Elma Lewis 
The first time I met Elma Lewis was so laden with conflicting agendas that I have 
absolutely no recollection of the occasion, its time, or its place.  My parents’ efforts to 
protect me from the perils of typical Black children’s experience resulted in a milky-white 
suburban childhood for a chocolate-chip girl.  Paradoxically, my knowledge offered no 
lens for recognizing or valuing the vast cultural wealth1 available to me through Lewis’ 
philosophy of arts education as cultural emancipation and submerged in my mother’s 
seemingly random pilgrimages to Boston’s Black cultural center – Roxbury.  Fortunately, 
this research has afforded me a context to study and re-receive the blessings of Blackness 
my parents (and Ms. Lewis) intended for me.  Guidance from Ms. Lewis, a master whose 
multifaceted model has and will continue to guide me as I fulfill my destiny, has been a 
personal and professional fringe benefit.  But I am getting ahead of myself.  I invite you 
on a brief sojourn into my experience of Becoming Black in order to examine my role in 
researching and revealing the impact of Elma Lewis, her philosophy, and her School of 
Fine Arts. 
 
I didn’t have any say in the matter – what first grader does?  My parents had the 
clever idea of raising their two “beautiful brown dolls” – as my mother would often call 
us – in Framingham, Massachusetts… in 1972… on the North side.  Framingham in the 
early 1970s was a sleepy suburb of Boston: far from pretentious, neither rich nor poor, 
and a moment in Americana reminiscent of industrialization.  For example, I remember 
going to church near Dennison, a well-established papermaking enterprise, and passing a 
fragrant Wonder Bread plant, an imposing brewery, and Roxbury Carpet, a lingering mill 
business on the Sudbury river, on my way to music lessons at the New England 
																																								 																				
1. Tara J. Yosso "Whose Culture has Capital? A Critical Race Theory Discussion 
of Community Cultural Wealth." Race Ethnicity and Education (Routledge) 8, no. 1 
(March 2005): 69–91. 
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Conservatory.  The town was not quite ready to forget its agrarian heritage, which, like 
the cows that had been pushed out of town not even five years earlier, was swiftly 
becoming a romantic memory.  In fact, folks who weren’t quite ready for modernity 
could make a 10 or 15 minute drive south or west to Ashland or Hopkinton if a bucolic 
scene were in order.  For clarity, I wasn’t born in New England, but being a resident for 
several decades seems to have removed whatever bourgeois air my Long Island birth 
might have left.  Framingham – especially the North side – wasn’t the sort of place you’d 
expect to find revolutionaries, civil rights activists, or other explosive personalities.  It 
was the sort of place where nice, liberal white people lived; the type who could be heard 
saying, “…oh yes, I have a black friend, too…”  I grew up as that person of reference. 
I began studying violin shortly after we arrived in Framingham.  My father, a 
native of Alabama and a graduate of Tuskegee University, had a classmate nearby whose 
daughter was just the right age for babysitting.  Occasionally my sister and I 
accompanied Lisa to her violin lessons where Mrs. Gibson, an older white lady nearby, 
taught whomever was in the room at the time.  Additionally, years later my mother 
revealed her affinity for our violin study: unlike woodwind and brass instruments, violins 
come in small sizes for small people and, as small instruments, they could be put on a 
shelf rather than cluttering her house.  So, like many of my suburban peers, I took the 
obligatory music and ballet lessons, sang in the local children’s chorus, and participated 
in art, home economics, and shop classes at school.  I even had a short acting career as 
the Weather Girl on Cameron Middle School’s weekly, closed-circuit TV news show and 
journalist adventures as an editor and contributor to my middle and high school 
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newspapers.  In short, my parents provided my sister and me with a genuinely 
comprehensive, functional, and interdisciplinary arts education that was culturally 
relevant for our community, albeit less so for their African American daughters. 
While all aspects of the arts – dance, drama, music, and the visual arts – always 
resonated with me, I quickly found myself focusing on music and, specifically, my violin.  
I loved to play the violin; I loved the literature for the violin; I loved the experience of 
creating music both alone and with others.  But the conundrum of my experience as a 
talented African American classical musician, infiltrating the bastions of Western art 
music, asserted a subtle imbalance at every turn.  In time I learned of our great Black 
composers – the Chevalier de Saint Georges, William Grant Still, Florence Price, and 
Margaret Bonds, to name a few.  During my formative training I was fortunate to meet 
and work with African American art music living legends, such as Ann Hobson Pilot, 
Olly Wilson, and T. J. Anderson.  But it wasn’t until I found myself teaching in a public 
school classroom that I began to understand arts education that is grounded in culture – 
arts education grounded in one’s own culture and arts education as culture – as the 
solution to the conundrum. 
Although my first public school teaching job offered a considerably smaller stage 
(and audience) than my conservatory training and personal aspirations predicted, teaching 
music in an urban setting proved to be my greater calling.  I was delighted to be the role 
model and mentor I never had and to stretch myself in searching for the questions my 
students needed for their own musical and cultural growth.  What I didn’t expect was the 
transformative effect this elasticity would have on my own artistic and cultural 
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maturation.  I learned of the crucial role of artists and the arts to their community: art 
framed as entertainment was yesterday’s news, but art as racially grounded self-
affirmation and social responsibility as well as art as spirituality were new horizons 
awakening from the veiled echoes of my inherited Southern – and African – roots. 
I had heard of an influential African American educator named Elma Lewis as a 
young student in music school. I was aware that she knew of me, but I had not worked 
directly with her nor had I attended her school.  My need to conduct research on Elma 
Lewis and the Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts became certain after more than a decade 
of public school teaching.  In fact, Miss Lewis seemed to call to me from my past, 
anticipating my present research.  While researching in the Elma Lewis School of Fine 
Arts archives I was surprised to find a series of evaluations, written in Miss Lewis’ hand, 
which included a generous review of a performance I gave.  I would soon learn that this 
African American elder had envisioned and built a school that implemented the very 
paradigms I could see were mandatory if ‘my children’ – Boston’s African American 
children – were to succeed. 
Who was this woman who could see that American public school education 
needed supplementing if Africa-descended children were to see themselves as complete, 
contributing members to our society with a valiant past and an optimistic future?  Who 
was this woman who, like Zoltan Kodály, insisted on only the best for children?  Who 
was this woman who could rally elected officials and community members alike to 
transform a rat-infested dumping zone into the Playhouse in the Park?  How was it that 
her festival, in the heart of Boston’s African American community, hosted internationally 
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acclaimed and local performers night after night, year after year?  How did one woman 
achieve these feats through her own grit?  How did she combine support from the model 
arts institutions she created and her community?  I felt I owed it to Boston’s African 
American children and their teachers – past and present – to document and describe her 
vision.  In this context, it is intended that an in-depth study of Elma Lewis and her School 
of Fine Arts will introduce Miss Lewis’ philosophy to readers and highlight the role her 
School of Fine Arts played in Boston’s African American community. 
Elma Lewis: A Life in the Arts 
The story of Elma Lewis (1921–2004),2 her vision, and her School of Fine Arts 
begins well before her birth in Roxbury, Massachusetts.3  She was the youngest of three 
children, the only girl, and the only child born in the United States.  Her mother, 
Edwardine Jordan, had been married in her native Barbados and had begun a comfortable 
life as the mother of Lewis’ older brothers, Don Leon (Darnley) and George Corbin.  
When her first husband died of leukemia the young widow implored her father for 
passage to Boston rather than a second arranged marriage in the Caribbean.  Months 
before Jordan embarked on her travel Lewis’ father, Clairmont Lewis, had immigrated to 
Boston with the hopes of finding a better life.  While the two would have been an 
unlikely match due to class differences defining the social fabric of their homeland, 
Boston’s modest yet tight-knit West Indian community of the early twentieth century 
																																								 																				
2. "Birth Certificate." Elma Ina Lewis papers. (M38). Boston, MA: University 
Library Archives and Special Collections Department, Northeastern University, Box 3, 
folder 2; The Museum of NCAAA, Elma Ina Lewis 1921–2004. August 28, 2013. 
www.ncaaa.org/ncaaa_elmalewis.html (accessed August 28, 2013). 
3. Elma Lewis, interview by Robert Brown. Smithsonian Archives of American 
Art, (July 25, 1997). 
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offered a viable context for the young couple to meet and wed. 
Lewis received all of her formal schooling in Boston, beginning at a local nursery 
school and continuing through her undergraduate and graduate degrees.  In 1950, after a 
period of working in her field of study, Lewis established the Elma Lewis School of Fine 
Arts (ELSFA).4  By 1968 Lewis had expanded her vision to include the National Center 
of Afro-American Artists (NCAAA) and, in the following year, the Museum of the 
National Center of Afro-American Artists (MNCAAA).5  While the Elma Lewis School 
of Fine Arts was forced to close in 1990,6 due in large measure to imposing financial 
challenges, Ms. Lewis’ failing health, and related burdens, both the National Center of 
Afro-American Artists and the Museum continue operating today.7  Beyond developing 
and implementing her vision of a school of fine arts and creating African American 
artists’ first national center, Lewis received many local and national honors and awards.8  
Statesmen of national repute and community members alike sought her counsel, opinions, 
and guidance.9  Always a visionary and consistently true to herself, both Elma Lewis’ 
																																								 																				
4. Elma Lewis, interview by Robert Brown; "The Elma Lewis School of Fine 
Arts: A History." Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts records. (M 43). Boston, MA: 
University Library Archives and Special Collections Department, Northeastern 
University, Box 1, folder 4. 
5. "Museum History." Museum of the National Center of Afro-American Artists 
records. (M 44). Boston, MA: University Library Archives and Special Collections 
Department, Northeastern University, Box 1. 
6. Elma Lewis, interview by Robert Brown. 
7.  The Museum of NCAAA. NCAAA. August 28, 2013. 
www.ncaaa.org/ncaaa.html (accessed August 28, 2013). 
8. "Education – Resumes and biographical sketches n.d., 1972–86." Elma Ina 
Lewis papers. (M 38). Boston, MA: University Library Archives and Special Collections 
Department, Northeastern University, Box 3, folder 7. 
9. "Correspondence." Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts records. (43). Boston, MA: 
University Library Archives and Special Collections Department, Northeastern 
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work and the work of the institutions she built ceaselessly sought to instill racial pride in 
people of the African diaspora, celebrate Africa-descended peoples and their art, and 
support Black people – locally and worldwide – in their quest for racial justice. 
Formative Years 
Elma Lewis’ early experiences provided a foundation that nurtured culturally 
grounded artistry, commitment to community, and ethnic pride in the emerging artist and 
activist-to-be.10  Lewis’ uniquely blended perspective – first generation Afro-Caribbean 
immigrant, African American, and Bostonian – helped her leverage resources that served 
her goals, but her parents’ employment encounters were less affirming.11  The 
unanticipated sting of American racism, accompanied by substantial limitations on 
professional and income generating opportunities never ceased to plague Mr. and Mrs. 
Lewis’ Boston experience; however, the couple did cultivate an active status amongst the 
immigrant community at St. Cyprian’s Church.	
																																								 																																							 																																							 																																							 																				
University, Box 14, folder 1. 
10. Elma Lewis, interview by Robert Brown; Russell, "A Teacher's Mission: 
Elma Lewis." In Black Genius and the American Experience, by Dick Russell. New 
York, NY: Carol & Graf Publishers, Inc., 1998. 
11. Elma Lewis, interview by Robert Brown. 
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Figure 2. St. Cyprian's Church. 
Photo by Sonya White Hope, 2016. 
   
St. Cyprian’s, an Episcopal congregation, served Boston’s Caribbean newcomers as a 
spiritual font, a welcome center, a site for assistance and intervention, and as an anchor 
for shared ideologies.12  Like Lewis’ father, many members of the St. Cyprian 
congregation were dedicated Garvey-ites and attended Marcus Garvey’s Universal Negro 
Improvement Association (UNIA) meetings on Sunday afternoons.  Lewis received her 
early introduction to the philosophies and ideals of Garvey in the nurturing context of her 
parents’ home, her family’s church, and her broader immigrant community.  Garvey, a 
Jamaican-born Pan-Africanist, was an influential leader in the early twentieth century’s 
burgeoning sphere of Black nationalism.13  This early exposure to her father’s persuasive 
																																								 																				
12. Elma Lewis, interview by Robert Brown. 
13. Tony Martin, Race First: The Ideological and Organizational Struggles of 
Marcus Garvey and the Universal Negro Improvement Association. Westport, CT: 
Greenwood Press, 1976. 
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speeches on Garvey	combined with UNIA ideals, meetings, and discussions would later 
influence Lewis’ own arts education philosophy and community rallying strategies.14 	
Figure 3. Excerpt from Clairmont Lewis’ Garvey speech and Garvey mural on 
Malcolm X Blvd. 
	 	 	 	
Photos by Sonya White Hope, 2016. 
 Elma Lewis was well trained for the roles she would ultimately assume.  She 
began giving public poetry recitations when only three years old and studied elocution as 
a young child.  By the time she was in high school her earnings from these performances 
exceeded the meager income Boston’s racial conventions allowed her laboring father.15  
Regarding her feelings of self-worth, Lewis’ parents effectively instilled an unshakable 
sense of racial pride in their daughter: the young Elma Lewis preferred playing with 
																																								 																				
14. "Family – Clairmont Lewis, Marcus Garvey Speech." Elma Ina Lewis papers. 
(M 38). Boston, MA: University Library Archives and Special Collections Department, 
Northeastern University, Box 3, folder 16. 
15. Elma Lewis, interview by Robert Brown. 
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Black dolls unlike the majority of her peers16 and she was surprised to learn that many of 
her white classmates considered themselves superior to her.17  Elma Lewis was also a star 
ballerina studying at the Doris Jones School of Dance and, as a mature artist, working at 
her teacher-mentor’s school throughout her high school and college careers.  After 
attending Boston’s Girls’ Latin School (currently Boston Latin Academy) Lewis enrolled 
at Emerson College, studying drama.18  Contemporary racial attitudes and conventions – 
while anything but supportive – did not undermine the confidence and racial pride 
instilled in Lewis by her parents.  After graduation, Lewis completed her Masters degree 
from Boston University’s School of Education, majoring in Special Education.19  Lewis 
came to this career shift in the disturbing wake of finding only limited and demeaning 
theatrical roles available to her, an African American actress, during her college training 
and subsequent attempts at a professional stage career.  Rather than accept defeat and 
after much discussion with her family, Lewis opened the Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts 
in Boston’s Black neighborhood in 1950.20 
Additional opportunities for developing and refining her vision, philosophy, and 
methods came in the years after Lewis completed her graduate studies.  After graduating 
																																								 																				
16. Unlike Elma Lewis the overwhelming majority of African American girls 
participating in Clark and Clark’s study preferred white dolls to African American dolls; 
Kenneth B. Clark and Mamie P. Clark, "Racial Identification and Preference Among 
Negro Children." In Readings in Social Psychology, edited by E. L. Hartley. New York, 
NY: Holt, Reinhart, and Winston, 1947. 
17. Elma Lewis, interview by Robert Brown. 
18. Ibid. 
19. "Boston University Master's Thesis." Elma Ina Lewis papers. (M 38). Boston, 
MA: University Library Archives and Special Collections Department, Northeastern 
University, Box 3, folder 4. 
20. Elma Lewis, interview by Robert Brown. 
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with a Masters degree Lewis created a program for girls at the Harriet Tubman House, a 
community center within the United South End Settlements, in which she “could have 
drama and dance and many other things.  It was a whole girls’ program.”21  She 
continued teaching dance at the Doris Jones School and applied her graduate school 
research on the exceptional child through employment in Boston’s Habit Clinics.  There 
she attended to those with speech disorders such as stutterers, stammerers, and people 
with cleft palate.22 
Building Institutions 
The Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts (ELSFA).  Elma Lewis founded her 
School of Fine Arts (ELSFA) in 1950 with much encouragement and support from her 
family.  Opening in the bottom apartment of a two family house on Waumbeck St. in 
Boston’s Roxbury neighborhood, the School filled some of the void left by the recently-
closed Doris Jones School of Dance.23  By founding her own school Lewis was free to 
fully establish her curriculum and teaching methods and would no longer be limited by 
the expectations and requirements of her previous employers.  The nascent school 
initially offered “instruction in dance, drama, music, and the visual arts to students 
starting at the age of six.  There was also a class provided for a limited number of 
children 3, 4, and 5 years of age which was an adjont (sic) to the school.”24  Although 
Lewis cleverly re-purposed the rooms of the apartment to provide for piano, ballet, and 
																																								 																				
21. Elma Lewis, interview by Robert Brown. 
22. Ibid. 
23. "The Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts: A History." Elma Lewis School of Fine 
Arts records. (M 43). Boston, MA: University Library Archives and Special Collections 
Department, Northeastern University, Box 1, folder 4. 
24. ELSFA History (M 43). 
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art studios, a dressing room, and a sewing room, the school’s success swiftly warranted a 
new location.  By 1955 the ELSFA had grown from 25 students to over 250 children and 
community members.  Early successes and challenges subtly broadcasted themes that 
would echo throughout the School’s existence. Topics such as an adequate home for the 
ELSFA and sufficient funding for faculty salaries, building maintenance, and other 
financial needs, served as recurring distractions and challenges.  It is relevant to note that 
the Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts was not formally incorporated as a non-profit 
organization until 1966.25  Prior to this date the School was primarily a private venture in 
which Miss Lewis taught most classes, family members and students’ parents assisted as 
their strengths allowed, financial resources derived principally from tuition and fees, and 
students received committed, quality training regardless of whether or not faculty were 
paid. 
It is also important to note that, unlike other arts education institutions in mid 20th 
century Boston, the Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts was founded by an African 
American and located in the heart of the Black community.  While Lewis’ work predates 
contemporary notions of Critical Race Theory (CRT)26 and culturally relevant 
pedagogy,27 Lewis was committed to effective, sweeping improvements for Black 
peoples’ situations.  She embodied a model of African American educators who drew “on 
																																								 																				
25. "ELSFA-Articles of Organization." Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts records. 
(M43). Boston, MA: University Library Archives and Special Collections Department, 
Northeastern University, Box 1, folder 6. 
26. Yosso, Whose Culture has Capital?; Marvin Lynn, "Race, Culture, and the 
Education of African Americans." Educational Theory (University of Illinois) 56, no. 1 
(2006): 107–119. 
27. Ladson-Billings, Dreamkeepers 
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culture as a basis for fostering the academic achievement of African American 
students.”28  Lewis focused ELSFA services on the children and families of Boston’s 
predominantly African American neighborhoods: Roxbury, Dorchester, and Mattapan.  
All were welcome at the ELSFA – regardless of talent or financial means – and 
throughout its history the School accepted as many students as were interested in 
attending, assuming there was adequate space in the course in question.  Interest often 
exceeded capacity as evidenced by the many families who remained patiently on the 
School’s wait list for one or more years.29  While the majority of the School’s students 
were children, many teenagers, adults, and senior citizens also attended classes.  
Additionally, while populated predominantly by African Americans, the School’s 
neighborhood included European American families whose children were also welcome 
at and attended the ELSFA.30 
The Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts provided a comprehensive arts education 
experience.  All pupils studied courses in five departments: music, dance, visual arts, 
drama, and costuming.31  The curriculum was structured such that incoming students 
received a broad initial training requiring exposure to all aspects of the curriculum.  
Students who completed their entry-level courses and assessments were permitted to 
specialize in one or more arts disciplines with some students’ training leading them to 
professional careers in dance, theater, music, and the visual arts.  All classes took place 
																																								 																				
28. Lynn, Race, Culture, and the Education of African Americans, p. 116. 
29. ELSFA-Articles of Organization. (M43). 
30. Kathe McKenna, interview by Sonya White Hope. Elma Lewis' Philosophy 
Boston, MA, (July 2013); ELSFA History (M 43). 
31. ELSFA History (M 43). 
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outside of school during after school hours, evenings, weekends, and summers.  
Additionally, by the 1970s the ELSFA offered professional development courses and 
internships for practicing and aspiring arts educators, school administrators, artists, and 
other interested parties.32  ELSFA students performed for the School’s functions, 
throughout the Boston area, in New York’s theaters on Broadway, and on television.  
They also participated in workshops and master classes with local artists, ELSFA artists-
in-residence, and masters of international repute.33  ELSFA audiences included students’ 
families, African American community members, members of greater Boston’s European 
American communities, statesmen, and celebrities.  Student performances and exhibitions 
maintained a high level of artistry and highlighted Western classical art, traditional 
African styles, and the artistry of Africa-descended peoples.34  Due to Miss Lewis’ 
commitment to excellence for her students the ELSFA faculty included only professional 
and practicing music, dance, theater, and visual artists.35 
The National Center of Afro-American Artists (NCAAA).  In 1968 Elma 
Lewis attended a weekend conference for Black artists held at Columbia College in 
																																								 																				
32. "Programs – Workshops 1972–83, n.d." Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts 
records. (M 43). Boston, MA: University Library Archives and Special Collections 
Department, Northeastern University, Box 13, folder 64. 
33. A short list of influential masters who inspired and guided ELSFA students 
includes Babatundi Olatunji, Roland Hayes, Billy Wilson, and Talley Beatty; Lewis, 
interview by Robert Brown; Russell; A Teacher’s Mission; "The Elma Lewis School of 
Fine Arts: A History April 1992." Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts records. (M 43). 
Boston, MA: University Library Archives and Special Collections Department, 
Northeastern University, Box 1, folder 30. 
34. Jennifer Abod, The Passionate Pursuits of Angela Bowen. Documentary. 
Directed by Jennifer Abod. Produced by Jennifer Abod. Performed by Angela Bowen. 
2013; Historical Summaries (M 42). 
35. ELSFA History (M 43). 
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Chicago, IL.36  While not the original intention of the conference “the participants 
discovered a need to create a national platform which would allow blacks to constantly 
exchange ideas, works, and problems.”37  In short order the Elma Lewis School of Fine 
Arts was elected as the site for this ‘national platform’ on account of the School’s 
comprehensive and interdisciplinary curriculum, demonstrated success, and recently 
acquired teaching and performance space.  Describing the genesis of the National Center 
of Afro-American Artists (NCAAA), Lewis wrote “No other black arts organization had 
reached the developmental level of the ELSFA nor had any other Black arts organization 
acquired property.  Because the Elma Lewis School had recently received the property at 
Seaver Street and Elm Hill Avenue, those present voted to establish the National Center 
of Afro-American Artists, Inc. in Boston”.  The Museum of the National Center 
(MNCAAA) was established the following year.  Departments in the NCAAA mirrored 
those of the ELSFA and both the National Center and its Museum provided a venue for 
African American artists of all disciplines to engage in professional exchanges.  
Additionally, NCAAA master artists guided aspiring ELSFA students preparing for 
conservatory. 
The NCAAA and its Museum existed independently from Lewis’ School but they 
functioned as an interdependent extension of the School.38  The National Center housed 
two professional dance troupes (one performed ballet, the other performed traditional 
																																								 																				
36. ELSFA History (M 43), E. Barry Gaither, interview by Sonya White Hope. 
Director of the Museum of the National Center of Afro-American Artists Roxbury, MA, 
(July 23, 2013). 
37. ELSFA History (M 43). 
38. ELSFA History (1992) (M 43). 
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African dance), a mime company, both permanent and traveling art exhibitions, and 
Voices of Black Persuasion, among other practicing arts professionals.  Using the 
National Center as an artistic home these ensembles and exhibitions both enriched the 
broader community through their in-residence and traveling performances as well as 
served the ELSFA as faculty and advisors.  In several cases participation in one of these 
ensembles marked the initiation of advanced ELSFA students’ professional careers.39  
Leap frogging from the NCAAA to the national stage, ELSFA graduates’ Broadway 
credits included The Wiz, Hello Dolly, Golden Boy, Hallelujah, Baby!, and the review 
Jazz Train.  They danced professionally with the companies of Alvin Ailey, Donald 
McKayle, and Tally Beatty.  Lewis’ graduates, including Angela Bowen, Sally Daniels, 
and Renee Neblett, built arts academies similar to the ELSFA in New Haven, CT, 
Houston, TX, and Kokrobitey, Ghana, respectively.40  Additionally, at a time when the 
Boston area afforded Black artists limited opportunities, the NCAAA and MNCAAA 
genuinely served African American artists seeking professional exhibition and ensemble 
opportunities.  This task, central to the institution’s original mandate, provided 
established, functioning performing ensembles and space for curated exhibitions, 
lectures, and collaboration.  Moreover, both institutions continue to serve their original 
functions, albeit on a modest scale.  Annual events, such as performances of Langston 
Hughes’ musical play, Black Nativity, and the Playhouse in the Park concert series were 
																																								 																				
39. Russell, A Teacher’s Mission. 
40. Russell, A Teacher's Mission; Abod, Angela Bowen; ELSFA Histories (M 
43); Kokrobitey Institute. Founding Director. 2015. 




initiatives of the National Center and provided professional African American artists 
performance and leadership opportunities in a welcoming and affirming context. 
Today’s ELSFA and NCAAA.  Whereas the life of the ELSFA spanned the 
years 1950–1990 this study is focused on the period 1966–1985 on account of the 
School’s ubiquitous presence and influence in Boston’s artistic and civil rights activities 
at this time.  In its early years Lewis’ school operated as a private institution with its 
namesake as the primary teacher for most courses.  Family members, close friends, and 
students’ parents provided most auxiliary support.  Frequently this support was not 
financially compensated.  Likewise, salaries for the School’s faculty and staff were often 
reduced or indefinitely delayed, as early ELSFA income was generated almost entirely 
from students’ tuition and fees.  Compounding a difficult situation, the School’s early 
income often did not fully reflect enrollment on account of Lewis’ commitment to 
prioritizing arts education for all members of her community.41  Said another way, Lewis 
did not rely on traditional financial models that significantly limit participation of 
financially challenged students for the purposes of insuring stable faculty salaries. 
In 1966 the ELSFA was incorporated as a 501(c) 3 non-profit institution.  As an 
entity that was eligible to receive federal grants the School was one of the first 
organizations to be awarded a National Endowment for the Arts (NEA) grant.42  
Although the ELSFA received many generous donations, awards, grants, and public and 
private gifts, the School was plagued by financial challenges throughout its existence.  
																																								 																				
41. ELSFA Histories (M 43); Paul Goodnight, interview by Sonya White Hope. 
Elma Lewis's Philosophy Boston, MA, (June 6, 2014). 
42. Historical Summaries (M 42). 
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Several unexplained and debilitating arsons, combined with constant financial uncertainty 
and a student population needing substantial financial aid landed the School in 
receivership in the late 1970s.  Despite many coordinated and passionate efforts the 
ELSFA’s only viable means of continuing its mission was to scale back its offerings and 
merge with its paired organization, the National Center of Afro-American Artists 
(NCAAA).  In 1990 the Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts was formally subsumed into the 
NCAAA and, as of this writing, maintains a greatly truncated presence in this context. 
 
Figure 4. The National Center of Afro-American Artists 
and its Museum in Roxbury, MA. 
Photo by Sonya White Hope, 2016. 
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Arts education as community activism 
In addition to founding a school, establishing the National Center of Afro-
American Artists, and instituting the region’s first African Diaspora museum, Elma 
Lewis maintained a highly influential and active role in local, national, and international 
communities.  She was bestowed with multiple awards and honorary degrees from local 
and national colleges and organizations, was sought after for her persuasive and respected 
voice on many boards, published articles and other texts, and appeared on television and 
other media outlets.43  Lewis was responsible for rallying community members and 
elected officials in the monumental task of eliminating the waste disposal site that 
Boston’s Franklin Park had become.  By transforming the location into a full-scale 
performance site for summer concerts in the heart of the Black community, Lewis created 
a venue for performers and performances from her School, the community, and beyond.44  
She was instrumental in designating the Massachusetts Correctional Institute at Norfolk 
(MCI Norfolk) as a school district for which the ELSFA provided technical theater 
courses.  Lewis and her staff provided the inmates a comprehensive, authentic arts 
education combined with job skills necessary for careers in the theater.  These courses 
																																								 																				
43. A brief list of boards on which Elma Lewis served included the Urban League 
of Greater Boston, the Roxbury Multi-Service Center, the Metropolitan Council for 
Educational Opportunity, the Advisory Council of the Massachusetts Department of 
Education, and WGBH, Boston’s local Public Broadcasting Service affiliate.  Lewis was 
also a frequent consultant to the Boston Public Schools.  "Say Brother-Black Arts, 
Program #34, WGBH." National Center of Afro-American Artists records. (M 42). 
Boston, MA: University Library Archives and Special Collections Department, 
Northeastern University, Box 31; WGBH Educational Foundation, Open Vault. WGBH 
Educational Foundation. 2015. http://openvault.wgbh.org/ (accessed February 26, 2015). 
44. "Franklin Park-Events." Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts records. (M 43). 
Boston, MA: University Library Archives and Special Collections Department, 
Northeastern University, Box 12. 
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served the prison’s primarily African American incarcerated population.45  While an 
exhaustive discussion of Elma Lewis’ community activism and community organizing is 
peripheral to this study of Lewis and her philosophy of arts education, it should be noted 
that her impact was and remains far-reaching.46 
Figure 5. Elma Lewis working with a racially integrated  
student group in Franklin Park.47 
 
																																								 																				
45. "MCI Norfolk Prison Theater Program—Organizational Structure." Elma 
Lewis School of Fine Arts records. (M 43). Boston, MA: University Library Archives 
and Special Collections Department, Northeastern University, Box 13, folder 24. 
46. Kay Bourne, "At 75, Elma Lewis Sees Next Generation Taking Up Reins." 
Bay State Banner, September 26, 1996: 12; Mel King, Chain of Change: Struggles for 
Black Community Development. Boston, MA: South End Press, 1981; Jacqueline 
Liebergott, "Elma Lewis '43, Pioneering Force in Boston's Arts and Cultural Community 
Dies." Expression: The Magazine for Alumni and Friends of Emerson College, 2004: 4. 
47. "Elma Lewis with Students at Franklin Park." National Center of Afro-
American Artists records. (M42). Boston, MA: University Library Archives and Special 
Collections Department, Northeastern University, Box 23, folder 8. 
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An Artist-Educator-Activist as Cultural Commander 
Elma Lewis made allies of the estranged and achieved the unthinkable by 
positioning her love and celebration of Pan-African culture at the heart of Black Boston’s 
arts education and civil rights struggle.  She genuinely embraced the immigrant and 
Caribbean world-views she inherited from her parents while enfolding the African 
American experience she shared with her neighbors into her personal narrative, her life’s 
work, and the institutions she built.  Elma Lewis was also ahead of her time in her 
commitment to high quality arts education for all African American children and their 
community.  Ordinary students, gifted pupils, and community members alike had many 
opportunities to interact with and observe masters.  At the same time artists, including 
musician Duke Ellington, choreographer Tally Beatty, television journalists and 
producers of Say Brother, and painter Lois Maillou, enlightened the community through 
performances, master classes, mentorship, and other interactive relationships.48  In short, 
Lewis positioned the arts and arts education as tools for achieving cultural freedom. 
Few civil rights activists contextualized themselves or their work in arts 
education; few of Lewis’ artist and arts educator peers could claim membership in so 
many diverse cultural strains, and fewer still have had the charisma to motivate so many 
unlikely stakeholders to work together.  By the 1950s Boston was segregated not only by 
race but also by ethnicity.  Said another way, Africa-descended immigrants and African 
Americans rarely mixed company.  Mistrust between the Beacon Hill Brahmin and recent 
immigrants from the Caribbean undermined collaboration that may have yielded 
																																								 																				
48.  Elma Lewis, interview by Robert Brown; ELSFA History (M 43). 
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improved community services, public transportation, public schools, and so forth in the 
Black community.  Elma Lewis was instrumental in bringing together all ethnicities 
within the African American community in the fight for improved public schools, 
improved public transportation, and other municipal services.49 
Always operating from a creative perspective, Elma Lewis carved out a space for 
Africa-descended artistry and artists in late twentieth century Boston.  Both Elma Lewis’ 
work and the work of her institutions always sought to instill racial pride in Africa-
descended peoples, celebrate Black people and their art, and support Black people – 
locally and worldwide – in their quest for equity. 
Figure 6. Leonard Bernstein with Charles Darden and 
ELSFA students at Tanglewood.50 
 
																																								 																				
49. Violet S. Johnson, The Other Black Bostonians: West Indians in Boston, 
1900–1950. Bloomington, IN: University of Indiana Press, 2006; King, Chain of Change 
(1981). 
50. "Leonard Bernstein and ELSFA Students at Tanglewood." National Center of 
Afro-American Artists records. (M42). Boston, MA: University Library Archives and 
Special Collections Department, Northeastern University, Box 23, folder 5. 
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Purpose and Significance of the Study 
The purpose of my study is two-fold: first, I aim to document Elma Lewis’ 
philosophy and position this outlook in relationship to the ideals of Marcus Garvey.  
Second, my study identifies how Elma Lewis’ vision of excellence in fine arts, embodied 
in all aspects of her School of Fine Arts (ELSFA) and National Center of Afro-American 
Artists (NCAAA), helped Black Bostonians in their quest for racial pride and equity.  I 
offer suggestions for application of Lewis’ philosophy to 21st century arts education and 
recommendations for ways in which arts educators might enlist Lewis’ vision of 
excellence as a civil rights tool. 
 My study will contribute to several interconnected themes in contemporary music 
education and arts education by examining Elma Lewis’ philosophy, her support for the 
development of Black artists’ racial pride, and her use of the arts to further equity for 
Africa-descended peoples.  Additional likely benefits of my research include discussions 
examining arts education pedagogy and social justice, African-centered pedagogy, arts 
education outside of school/arts education in the community, and the legacy of Elma 
Lewis in contexts external to arts education.  My inquiries expand scholarship focused on 
African American arts education philosophy and provide an alternate, viable approach to 
arts education philosophy that can ably serve both culturally dominant and culturally 
marginalized American students.  
Research Questions 
Elma Lewis and her School of Fine Arts offer fertile topics for research in all 
aspects of arts education, community organizing, and related topics.  This dissertation 
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focuses on arts education philosophy, particularly in the context of Elma Lewis and her 
School of Fine Arts, and issues of civil rights in the latter half of 20th century Boston.  
My study identifies Miss Lewis’ viewpoint, highlights its relationship to Garveyism, and 
situates her guiding principles in the context of Black liberation and Pan-African 
ideology.  My research also brings to light effective uses of the arts as a tool for 
achieving racial pride and civil rights.  Evidence of the School’s non-traditional 
application of the arts is demonstrated through Lewis’ work, the work of her School of 
Fine Arts (ELSFA), and the National Center of Afro-American Artists (NCAAA). 
As discussed above (see above: Formative Years), Elma Lewis was exposed to 
Garvey-ite thought at an early age and was highly influenced by its tenets.  Garveyism, 
like all philosophies, developed in a specific place and time, under a particular context, 
and with an associated tradition.  Elma Lewis’ paradigm and her School of Fine Arts, on 
the other hand, arose in a different place and time and within a different context.  Since 
her philosophy and her School of Fine Arts were highly influenced by Garveyism, this 
study seeks to answer the following questions: 
What was the relationship between the philosophies of Marcus Garvey and Elma 
Lewis?  How was Elma Lewis’ philosophy enacted in her development of her institutions 
(the Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts/ELSFA and the National Center of Afro-American 
Artists/NCAAA)? 
In a related vein, Boston’s race relations in the latter half of the twentieth century 
had arrived at an all-time low: the city was highly segregated, African Americans were 
continually confronted with blatant racism, and the public school busing crisis 
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compromised all students, their families, and the city at large.51  Since Elma Lewis’ 
unique marriage of arts education with social activism yielded unprecedented results, this 
study seeks to answer the following question: 
  How did Elma Lewis employ the arts as a means of inculcating racial pride and 
as a mechanism for achieving racial equity in a deeply segregated Boston? 
Data Sources and Methods 
 Materials consulted for this study were voluminous, dense, and richly varied.  I 
consulted related literature, primary sources, and additional materials in conducting this 
investigation.  Related literature discussed below includes scholarship on music 
education philosophy, arts education pedagogy and social justice, culturally responsive-, 
culturally relevant-, and African-centered education, and arts education outside of 
school/arts education in the community.  Scholarship centering Elma Lewis’ 
contributions as a community organizer also receives commentary.  Categories of 
primary source data consulted included materials preserved in the archives of the Elma 
Lewis School of Fine Arts (ELSFA), the National Center of Afro-American Artists 
(NCAAA), the Museum of the National Center of Afro-American Artists (MNCAAA), 
and the Elma Lewis’ archives.  Additional primary source materials included published 
and unpublished interviews and digital sources available online.  Readers seeking further 
exploration of this study’s primary sources will be directed to the materials’ locations 
through citations permeating the body of the text. 
 
																																								 																				




A wide swath of literature must necessarily be considered when researching Elma 
Lewis, her views, and her institutions.  Because Lewis engaged her work from a broad 
perspective, the following summary highlights key aspects of her perspective and its 
influence.  Sources for this discussion were limited to scholarly publications, peer-
reviewed journal entries, and similar publications.  Examples include monographs, such 
as Bennett Reimer’s A Philosophy of Music Education,52 edited volumes, including 
David Elliott’s Praxial Music Education: Reflections and Dialogues,53 and journal 
submissions the likes of Olly Wilson’s The Heterogeneous Sound Ideal in African 
American Music,54 and Wayne Bowman’s Who is the “We”? Rethinking Professionalism 
in Music Education.55 
Philosophy of Music Education Scholarship: While I found no evidence of 
Lewis’ concern with aligning her pedagogical philosophy with related views held by 
contemporaries, I believe it instructive to acknowledge relationships between 
contemporaries.  It is my position that Lewis’ familiarity with these intersections 
circumscribes a context for the subsequent discussion of related literature. 
																																								 																				
52. Bennett Reimer, A Philosophy of Music Education. Englewood Cliffs, NJ: 
Prentice Hall, 1989. 
53. David J. Elliott, Praxial Music Education: Reflections and Dialogues. Oxford: 
Oxford University Press, 2005. 
54. Olly Wilson, "The Heterogeneous Sound Ideal in African-American Music." 
In Signifyin(g), Sanctifyin', and Slam Dunking: A Reader in African American 
Expressive Culture, edited by Gena Dagel Caponi, 157–171. Amherst, MA: University of 
Massachusetts Press, 1999. 
55. Wayne Bowman, "Who is the "We"? Rethinking Professionalism in Music 
Education." Action, Criticism, and Theory for Music Education 
(http://act.maydaygroup.org/articles/Bowman6_4.pdf) 6, no. 4 (2007): 109–131. 
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Twentieth century music educators have articulated a variety of philosophies of 
music education.56  Although many scholarly voices have contributed to the discourse on 
music education philosophy two major positions have dominated the latter half of the 
twentieth century.57  At the risk of over simplification, the two positions held 
experiencing music aesthetically and the activity of creating music as central to music 
education philosophy.58  Elma Lewis, like these influential, music education 
philosophers, articulated her own, independent view of arts education that guided all 
teaching and learning in her School and its related programs.  While the two dominant 
philosophies have characteristics that overlap with Elma Lewis’ views, key distinctions 
separate each approach.  For example, Lewis’ philosophy, with its focus on culture, 
resonated with aspects of the music education as aesthetic education philosophy (MEAE 
philosophy).59  Unlike the MEAE view, Lewis’ paradigm centered on an African 
Diaspora approach to beauty in lieu of the mainstream philosophy’s preference for a 
Western art aesthetic.  In a similar way, Lewis’ multi-layered paradigm that required 
																																								 																				
56. Charles Leonhard, and Robert W. House, Foundations and Principles of 
Music Education. New York, NY: McGraw-Hill Book Company, 1972; Christopher 
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education. Second edition. London: John Calder, 1980. 
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creating communal works of art harmonized with music education as activity (MEA) 
perspectives.  In fact, her position blended the MEA view with community activism to 
create a model of arts education as cultural and community organization.  It should be 
noted that Lewis’ insistence on a position that centers, elevates, and celebrates the culture 
and achievements of Black peoples never sought approval from music education’s 
philosophical marriage to Western hegemony.  Likewise, Lewis’ embodiment of a Pan-
Africanist understanding of arts education never appealed to the limits of music 
education as activity. 
Arts Education and Social Justice.  Arts education pedagogy merged with 
social justice – themes resonating with Elma Lewis’ community activism through arts 
teaching and learning – has gained scholarly prominence in the new millennium.60  
Sources discussed below focus on the perspectives of higher education, school-age 
children, and intergenerational community projects.  The authors discussed have begun 
cultivating a collective theory of arts education pedagogy contextualized by early 21st 
century social concerns. 
 Focusing on “… how art instruction in a community art program was made more 
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meaningful by relating pedagogy to real-life events in the community”,61 Adejumo 
considered benefits to participants as well as services the participants provided to their 
community.  Similar to Lewis’ intuitive approach to grounding her students in their rich 
cultural wealth,62 the author’s work with school-aged children offered unique insight into 
the students’ learning, artistic decision making, and other topics relevant to arts 
educators, Adejumo suggested public school art teachers visit local community arts 
programs to gain “(E)xposure to student behaviors, interests, and artistic and intellectual 
aptitudes within a non-school, community-based learning environment”.63 
 Garber64 considered aspects of social justice theory as they integrated with art 
education in a manner similar to Elma Lewis’ multigenerational work with children, 
MassArt college students, and practicing arts educators’ professional development.  
Garber’s research addressed social justice and art education at the school and college 
levels and offered four considerations for guiding pre-service visual art instructors in 
teaching for social justice.  Garber’s considerations were aimed at helping pre-service 
teachers develop a mindset of educating for social justice.  She worked with novice art 
educators in understanding “how culture influences our values, experiences, and 
understandings of the world” and helped them perceive “how identities get caught up in 
consumer ideas.”65  Garber sought to assist these teachers in knowing, understanding, and 
valuing cultures “beyond our own, and beyond the dominant ones, and to look at a broad 
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range of art making, especially local and regional art and collaboratively produced and 
socially-oriented art.”66 
Like Lewis’ professional development work with Boston area arts educators, 
Garber helped her aspiring teachers to begin “the painful process of looking into how 
racism, sexism, and other forms of discrimination are embedded in U.S. culture and 
implicate all of us.”67  Finally, aiming to inspire future art teachers to find new ways, 
Garber	charged readers to “take action against corporate and racist cultures.”68  
According to Garber these recommendations served several functions.  They helped 
prospective art teachers value the role of culture in influencing one’s principles, 
experiences and understandings of the world.  The proposals also helped the pre-service 
teachers identify, comprehend, and find worth in cultures beyond their own.  The 
suggestions assisted the educators in examining how varied forms of discrimination 
permeate American culture and, like the culturally affirming community activism of 
Elma Lewis, the advice empowered the art teachers-to-be in actively engaging in social 
justice. 
 Attending to arts education and social justice at the college level, Naidus explored 
a variety of “feminist and activist perspectives to teaching art.”69  Similar to Elma Lewis’ 
commitment to expand the myopic worldview her students received in the public schools, 
Naidus offered recommendations for teaching and curriculum development.  Examples 
included using her collage technique, having students introduce themselves 
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31 
contextualized by history “thinking of their identities as something in motion” and having 
students “create a metaphorical bra using scavenged materials that speak of the students’ 
relationship to the body, to patriarchy, to sexuality.”70  Naidus also suggested students 
create “feminist action figures using scavenged materials or clay.”71 
Naidus encouraged participating in this sort of project as an alternative to 
engaging with commercial offerings from Disney and Mattel.  Her recommendations, 
echoing Lewis’ preference for creativity that celebrated and elevated Black artists and 
their artistry, identified art pedagogy as a tool that can inspire students who might not 
otherwise maintain a critical worldview.  The author described her college courses that 
have incorporated a range of topics, including cultural assimilation and resistance, media 
literacy, and body image. 
 Similar to Elma Lewis’ commitment to integrating Black art into mainstream 
curricula, Bradley72 posed the question “How do we begin to make changes within music 
education that seek out, encourage, and validate the contributions of all people in our 
schools and communities and in the world at large?” in her essay The Sounds of Silence: 
Talking Race in Music Education.  She challenged a fundamental aspect of music 
educators’ identity through her assertion “the transformation of music education as/for 
social justice requires intensive reflection on our individual and collective beliefs and 
practices.”73  Bradley proposed to open “a discussion of anti-racism, white privilege, and 
the difficulty many white people experience talking about race” and suggested that music 
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educators “begin to make our music education praxes more racially equitable and socially 
just.”74  Throughout her essay Bradley, who self-identified racially as White, sought “to 
bring ‘race’ into relief within the variety of discussions and approaches that a socially just 
music education might entail.”75  Paying careful attention to the power of language, both 
spoken and written, and implications of both written/spoken words and their absence 
from discussions, Bradley offered a pointed critique of institutional and school music 
education and their relationships to institutionalized racism while acknowledging 
complexities associated with genuinely embedding social justice into the field of music 
education. 
Arts Education Beyond the School Day.  Arts education outside of school 
and/or arts education in the community has been the topic of scholarly inquiry for nearly 
two generations.76  Similar to Lewis’ work providing professional development to Boston 
area arts educators and focusing on opportunities and relationships between arts 
education outside of school/in community programs and arts education programs in 
schools, these articles trumpeted the value of collaboration.  Most scholarship discussed 
focused on only one arts discipline, although topics considered could be adapted to 
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additional art forms, should a comprehensive program exist in a community and/or 
school. 
Similar to Lewis’ work with arts educators, Degge investigated the work of a 
cadre of art teachers in several community agencies.  Her goals were to examine “the 
professional preparation, perceptions, career aspirations, instructional aims and practices” 
of her study’s subjects.77  The author’s research demonstrated that most of the 
participants were college educated practicing artists who taught in non-school settings.  
Based on Degge’s research, art educators would do well to “address public interest in the 
arts and participate in cultural policy-making in their communities.”78  Her study also 
encouraged art teachers to bear in mind that “the schoolhouse vision of art education is 
outmoded when apart from community art interests.”79 
Ulbricht considered a broad variety of functions associated with community based 
art programs, including outreach, empowerment, promotion, and opportunities to learn 
about individual cultures.  Through his research the author sought to “take a second look 
at various forms of community-based art education and propose ideas for future 
curriculum initiatives.”80  Aligned with Lewis’ creation of the Playhouse in the Park, 
Ulbricht offered an extended discussion of public art and artists along with their varied 
roles within the topic of community based art education. 
Approaching the classroom through the community, like the Boston Public 
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School’s consultations with Elma Lewis, Wenner discussed implications for funding the 
arts community separately from funding arts education.  The author underscored his 
conviction that “music educators must work with the arts community to create 
appropriate arts education curricula.”81  Wenner offered six detailed suggestions for 
bringing the local arts community to schools, including asking influential members of the 
community to support music programs through their attendance at key school board 
meetings.  Wenner also encouraged music teachers to invite individuals “to talk about an 
area in which you have little expertise.”82  Regarding a comprehensive, long-range plan, 
Wenner supported enlisting community support.  He also advocated inviting the 
community into music teachers’ classrooms as well as bringing the class to the 
community.  He closed with a reminder for music teachers to be active “in the politics 
and activities of schools and arts communities outside your own district or interests.”83 
As with Lewis’ work with the Playhouse in the Park, relationships between arts 
education outside of school and the overall wellbeing of a locale took center stage in 
Community Arts and Community Survival.  These authors chronicled “the relationship 
between community survival and community arts; the fallacies of the melting-pot theory; 
and the role of the Establishment, in particular the educational system.”84 
Davis noted complicated and paradoxical relationships between independent 
community arts education and public school arts programs.  Her essay examined insights 
for K–12 arts education offered by out-of-school arts education models.  She identified 
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the “positive impact these centers have had on students considered at risk across a 
number of variables” and “the differences in arts learning on either side of school 
walls.”85  Davis discussed arts learning in both environments in terms of “a need for 
justification versus an opportunity for demonstration.”86  Echoing sentiments central to 
Lewis’ essay on Black studies and the African American community, Davis concluded 
that “arts learning is intrinsically valuable, actively contributing to the development of 
socially responsible human beings, who on account of their interaction with both arts 
learning and artist teachers, feel a commitment to others and to the community that 
surrounds them.”87 
Elma Lewis and her community.  Scholars have studied Elma Lewis from 
perspectives outside of the arts and arts education.  Researchers from African American 
studies and Jewish American studies have examined Lewis’ work in the context of 
community organizing and community engagement.88 
Approaching Lewis’ life and work from an historical perspective, McClure 
examined “the politics of education, culture and Black community formation in Roxbury, 
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MA during the postwar era.”89  The author noted Lewis’ role in influencing the “spatial 
and ideological contours of Boston’s black community.”90  McClure’s research explored 
Elma Lewis as an institution builder and community activist.  He noted the effectiveness 
of Elma Lewis’ institutions in temporarily rendering irrelevant typically divisive factors 
such as social, ideological, or generational divisions.  He also noted “the strong sense of 
black identity that fostered community amongst Boston’s black residents.”91  McClure 
acknowledged that, while concrete and quantifiable outcomes of Lewis’ work are “at 
times, less tangible than that of traditional organizations that focused upon struggles for 
adequate housing, jobs, education and political representation,” Lewis’ legacy lies “in the 
several generations of Black Bostonians she inspired and the thousands of people she 
influenced through the cultural and educational programs of the institutions she founded 
and developed.”92 
Later McClure situated Lewis’ work along a continuum of “ ‘uplift’ efforts of the 
1930s and 1940s to broader, sustained struggles for educational equity, economic justice 
and community control during the 1960s and 1970s.”93  He described Elma Lewis as a 
“bridge activist” and included her work in “a broader tradition of black women’s activism 
that contributed to ongoing community-building efforts central to the postwar black 
freedom movement in Boston and the nation.”94 
Interrogating the space co-occupied by Jewish American and women’s studies, 
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McKinney’s study explored “the role of religious and cultural space in formation, 
maintenance, and dissolution of relationships between Blacks and Jews in Boston by 
examining the transfer of sacred space of one community to another community for 
secular purposes.”95  McKinney argued “the factors that influenced Black-Jewish 
relations should be interpreted through a variety of lenses, not just through difference.”96  
McKinney’s research suggested that both Blacks and Jews had an interest in integration 
efforts in Boston and that ‘space’ could simultaneously ‘promote community stability’ 
and ‘provoke anxiety’ among both Black and Jewish community members.  In addition to 
these complex topics, McKinney posed queries central to my research.  Her research 
uncovered the questions “What are we to make of the fact that ‘Miss Lewis’ used the arts 
as the conduit through which she engaged civic duties?” and “What was it about the 
combination of arts and humanitarianism that made her activism unique?”97 
Primary Source Data 
Primary sources used in this study included archival artifacts, interviews, digitized 
film, Internet documents, and other materials.  Detailed analysis articulating the nature of 
the data in each category is discussed below and accompanied by arguments defending its 
use. 
The bulk of this research was made possible by focused study of primary source 
artifacts available in the Elma Lewis, Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts (ELSFA), and 
National Center of Afro-American Artists (NCAAA) archives housed at Northeastern 
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University.  On-site research at the ELSFA was not available, as the School has not been 
in operation for nearly twenty years and the National Center of Afro-American Artists 
operations during the same period have been limited.  Archives studied for this research 
included a combined 50.24 cubic feet/64 boxes of documents, letters, records, 
performance and fundraiser programs, photographs, films, newspaper and other 
periodical entries, journals, manuscripts, and many other artifacts.  The greatest attention 
was given to archival materials directly addressing Elma Lewis’ philosophy and how she 
engaged fine arts as a means to racial pride and equity for Black Bostonians.  Examples 
of archival material in this category included Elma Lewis’ histories of her school, her 
many writings in both manuscript and published formats, and several collections of 
documents outlining her school’s curricula and its philosophy.  Materials demonstrating 
the implementation and/or results of Lewis’ philosophy also received much focused 
review, as did materials demonstrating Lewis’ use of the arts in the service of racial pride 
and/or equity for African Americans.  Examples of these materials included Lewis’ 
introduction to the anthology Who Took the Weight98 and documents from the folders 
associated with the MCI Norfolk Technical Theater program, Playhouse in the Park, 
Black Nativity productions, artist-in-residence Nora Bostaph, the ELSFA/MassArt 
collaboration, and the Mobile Museum. 
Although the study of Elma Lewis sources in the Northeastern University 
archives led to knowledge of additional primary sources in other archives,99 I deemed the 
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data studied from the Northeastern University archives to be sufficient for the purposes of 
this research.  I came to this decision on account of the consistency of Elma Lewis’ 
intentions, actions, and results as demonstrated through the content found in the related 
archives.  Said another way, the data revealed Lewis’ philosophy as deepening over time 
but not changing.  Evidence of her philosophy in action – expansion of programs, 
courses, and other activities carried out by the ELSFA and NCAAA – remained 
philosophically consistent with similar activities undertaken during the early years of the 
ELSFA.  Likewise, historic and contemporary documented conversations further 
triangulated the consistency of Lewis’ position. 
First hand accounts (in the form of interviews) offered yet another rich data 
source for this study.  Interviews fell into two categories: documented interviews of Elma 
Lewis conducted by a third party and interviews of primary source individuals conducted 
by myself.  Interviews of Elma Lewis conducted by a third party included both published 
conversations100 and manuscripts preserved in Lewis’ archives.  Portions of these 
interviews that focused on this study’s research questions received the greatest attention. 
My interviews included both formal and informal discussions with individuals 
who were – and in several cases continue to be – closely associated with the ELSFA 
and/or the NCAAA.  Data from interviews included sound recordings and my notes.  
Subjects interviewed included the founding/current director and curator of the Museum 
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of the National Center of Afro-American Artists, former ELSFA faculty members, 
former ELSFA students, and a former ELSFA parent.  Interviewees were chosen on 
account of their former relationship as student, parent, faculty, or administrator with 
Lewis’ School of Fine Arts and/or her National Center of Afro-American Artists.  
Collectively, interviewees represent all departments of Lewis’ institutions, including 
music, dance, theater, and the visual arts, and were active in Lewis’ institutions during 
each decade the school was open (1950s, 1960s, 1970s, and 1980s).  Interviewees 
included individuals who are currently active in the arts – both professionally and as an 
avocation – and individuals whose professional lives are in fields outside the arts.  Not all 
interviewee’s comments are cited in this study due to the frequent overlaps and 
consistency of experiences at the ELSFA.  These interviews were conducted for the 
purposes of triangulating data gleaned from the archives and other primary sources as 
well as to animate and add nuance to dormant archival materials.  Other than questions 
about their experiences with the ELSFA, particularly in the context of Lewis’ philosophy 
and her use of the arts as a tool for promoting equity and racial pride for Blacks in 
Boston, interviews were unstructured.  The table in Appendix 1: Individuals Interviewed 
by Sonya White Hope outlines individuals interviewed, their current professional 
capacity, and their relationship to the Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts and/or the National 
Center of Afro-American Artists. 
 Digitized film and Internet documents, the text Who Took the Weight, and 
personal attendance at annual NCAAA events originally initiated under Elma Lewis 
provided the final category of primary sources mined for this study.  It should be noted 
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that Elma Lewis, a former board member of Boston’s Public Broadcasting Station (PBS) 
affiliate, WGBH, was featured on several television broadcasts of Say Brother (later 
known as Basic Black).  This program has highlighted topics by, for, and about Boston’s 
African American community for nearly two generations.  Online study of Say Brother 
programs featuring Elma Lewis as well as programs showcasing ELSFA student and 
faculty performances provided a virtual travel through time, allowing me to study 
performances, costuming, choreography, and more that was referred to in the text of 
archival materials. 
Other Internet sources, most notably the Museum of the National Center of Afro-
American Artists’ website, provided additional primary source material and served to 
triangulate previously acquired data from the archives and interviews.  Similarly, study of 
Who Took the Weight provided a relief to archival study of material relating to the 
ELSFA’s presence at the Massachusetts Correctional Institute at Norfolk.  Just as the 
Museum’s website and the incarcerated men’s book simultaneously reinforced and 
expanded this study’s data, viewing portions of a Black Nativity performance preserved 
on the Say Brother website also amplified salient elements of Lewis’ philosophy and 
practice.  Archival materials that I studied, describing rehearsals, performances, and other 
preparations related to annual productions, literally sprang to life, inscribed with re-
affirming and multi-layered data through these video taped excerpts.  Finally, attendance 
at an annual production of Black Nativity during December 2013 – marked by performers 
who have participated in the production annually since they were children studying under 
Elma Lewis – and attendance at Playhouse in the Park summer performances provided 
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me with a tangible sense of continuity in the work of Elma Lewis.  While all of these 
sources and experiences are categorically primary source data, each was used primarily 
as a tool for triangulation and as an opportunity to experience Elma Lewis’ philosophy 
first hand, in action, and in real-time. 
Secondary Source Data 
Secondary source materials, including obituaries, newspaper articles, and 
preliminary conversations with long-time members of Roxbury’s arts community, steered 
me towards primary sources central to this research.101  These sources documented Elma 
Lewis’ life, ELSFA activities, community involvements, and more.  Secondary sources 
consulted for this study also included scholarship on Elma Lewis from fields outside of 
arts education102 and Internet searches using Lewis’ name and the names of her 
institutions as search terms.  These tools and queries led me to the archives for Elma 
Lewis and her institutions (see above). 
 I used an alternate set of tactics for identifying data sources illuminating 
relationships between Lewis’ philosophy and Garveyism.  While a thorough review of 
the Elma Lewis and associated institutions’ archives provided clarity for the research 
questions and their implications, I was less confident that the same sources would yield 
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similar results with regard to Garveyism.  To this end, data on Marcus Garvey’s life and 
work as well as his organization, the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA), 
was culled from primary and secondary sources written by or focused on the leader.  
Furthermore, as Garveyism developed within a highly nuanced context of time and place, 
I deemed it prudent to locate his philosophy in relationship to the contemporaneous and 
highly influential philosophies of Booker T. Washington, W.E.B. Du Bois, and New 
Negro Thought.  Data for these additional leaders and ideologies, their institutions, and 
contexts were selected from primary and secondary sources, as well.  A combination of 
scholarly texts and peer-reviewed journal articles supplied the data for the portion of this 
study focusing on Garveyism, New Negro Thought, and, by extension, the relationship 
between Elma Lewis’ philosophy and that of Marcus Garvey. 
Method 
Conducting this historical case study required a multi-pronged approach, as 
several key informants, including Elma Lewis, are no longer living.  To this end, I 
harnessed 21st century technological tools alongside time-honored approaches for the 
purpose of acquiring information.  The study’s data were amassed from archival study, 
personal interviews, on-location visits, and Internet searches.  The following discussion 
articulates how data were acquired for this research, how they were evaluated, and how 
the information was used.  A summary integrating both sources for this data and methods 
used in conducting the research concludes this explanation. 
 Data for this study were collected in overlapping stages.  While my desire to learn 
more about Elma Lewis and her institutions was earnest, my depth of knowledge 
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necessary to formulate scholarly questions worthy of pursuit prior to beginning this study 
was insufficient.  In order to overcome this hurdle I conducted preliminary Internet 
searches.  I searched for scholarly studies on Elma Lewis and her School of Fine Arts, 
particularly from the perspective of music and/or arts education. If this area of inquiry 
had not been engaged, my plan was to seek information regarding whether or not the 
quantity and quality of materials for undertaking such a study existed.  Finally, I needed 
to know where materials that would serve as data might be found. 
Preliminary Internet searches revealed that opportunity for conducting this study 
was a viable option and that Elma Lewis and her institutions’ numerous archival 
materials are housed at Northeastern University.  Preliminary study of the archives – both 
online and in person – combined with preparing a timeline of events occurring during the 
history of Lewis’ school led me to restrict this study to the years of the School’s formal 
incorporation as a 501 c(3) nonprofit organization, 1966–1985, and to formulate the 
study’s questions concerning Elma Lewis’ philosophy and her use of the arts in gaining 
equity and in engendering racial pride in Black Bostonians.  Simultaneously, I scheduled 
a preliminary interview with the Director and Curator of the Museum of the National 
Center of Afro-American Artists (MNCAAA) for the purpose of gaining insight into the 
history and workings of Lewis’ institutions as well as her philosophy. 
I anticipated these combined approaches would yield guiding results.  That is, the 
combined methods could amplify each other, creating consistent and nuanced data.  
Conversely, interweaving preliminary online searches with early interviews could 
illuminate inconsistencies, if there were any, between documents and other materials 
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found in the archives and first-hand reports from primary sources who knew Elma Lewis 
well.  Since my initial analog and digital probes did reflect and amplify each other, I 
returned to the archives for more in-person, in-depth study and later returned for another 
interview with the Director.  I sought out and interviewed ELSFA alumni both formally 
and informally, as the Museum of the National Center of Afro-American Artists is still 
very active and many alumni of the ELSFA still reside and/or work in or frequent the 
ELSFA’s former neighborhood.  I also contacted and interviewed successful, professional 
African Americans active in all aspects of Boston’s arts community.  Most artists 
contacted had had a relationship with the ELSFA and/or the NCAAA.  Informants’ 
recollections regarding the ELSFA and NCAAA were consistent and aligned with 
archival materials, regardless of whether the interviewee had been a student, parent, or 
faculty member. 
 My initial focus centered on Elma Lewis’ Histories of her School upon returning 
to the archives for close review of materials.  The Histories, in manuscript form and 
written at several intervals in the ELSFA’s history, chronicled the story of the ELSFA 
and NCAAA.  Individual in nature and necessarily limited in terms of time,103 the overall 
content of the Histories remained consistent and served as a guide to understanding 
Lewis’ priorities, preferences, and goals.  Close study of Elma Lewis’ plethora of 
writings – both in manuscript and published formats – provided me an inside view of 
how this master arts educator thought, what she intended to accomplish, and, most 
importantly, what her philosophy was and how she put it into action.  Archival materials 
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relating to the ELSFA curriculum (also written by Lewis) continued to expand Lewis’ 
philosophy and introduced aspects of her commitment to equity and racial pride for 
African Americans.  Furthermore, these documents demonstrated her method of 
imbedding equity and racial pride in all aspects of the School’s operations and curricula.  
Similar to the Histories’ and writings’ role in guiding my study of curricular materials, 
they also piloted my study of the School’s special programs, including the ELSFA’s 
Playhouse in the Park, its long-standing performances of Black Nativity, and its project 
with the Massachusetts Correctional Institute at Norfolk, along with many, many other 
unique and innovative projects. 
I gained a nuanced understanding of Lewis’ intentions and actions after in-depth 
study of the archival holdings.  I pieced together a rich sense of what actually happened 
based on archival artifacts then interviewed former ELSFA/NCAAA faculty, ELSFA 
alumni, and an ELSFA parent (see above).  Concurrently, I studied primary source 
materials available online, such as Say Brother programs and the NCAAA and Museum 
of the NCAAA websites, the text Who Took the Weight, and personally traveled to annual 
NCAAA activities initiated under Elma Lewis’ leadership.  Events I attended included a 
Black Nativity performance in December 2013 and a Playhouse in the Park performance 
in August 2014.  My foremost purpose for engaging with the primary sources located 
outside of Elma Lewis’ archives was to triangulate all the data in addition to possibly 
gaining a new, personal perspective on recently studied information.  Lewis’ philosophy 
proved consistent.  Moreover, like a series of concentric circles, her philosophy remained 




This study was guided by my commitment to reveal to a broader audience the 
philosophy and work of Elma Lewis, an influential African American arts educator who 
not only filled a creative void for Boston’s Black community but who also inspired her 
neighbors to demand social justice.  Data for this study was drawn largely from primary 
sources.  Specifically, the Elma Lewis, Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts (ELSFA), and 
National Center of Afro-American Artists (NCAAA) archives – a wealth of primary 
sources – offered the greatest single repository.  Additional primary sources available 
online, including archived programs of WGBH’s Say Brother and the NCAAA’s website, 
augmented and clarified resources in the archives.  Data from third party interviews as 
well as loosely structured interviews, both formal and informal, combined with personal 
interaction with long-standing activities initiated under Lewis’ leadership, served to 
triangulate the data. 
Primary source data was identified through review of secondary source materials.  
Preliminary Internet searches identified Northeastern University as the storehouse for 
most relevant archival materials.104  A preliminary interview with E. Barry Gaither, 
Director and Curator of the Museum of the National Center of Afro-American Artists, 
served to triangulate knowledge gained from the online searches and knowledge gained 
from my initial probe of the archives. 
Related literature contextualized recurring themes present in Elma Lewis’ work 
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and intentions.  Additionally, as the study included inquiry into Elma Lewis’ philosophy 
and its relationship with Garveyism, data included primary and secondary source related 
literature identifying and contextualizing Garvey’s ideals. 
Methods for locating data sources for this investigation varied based on the nature 
of the data.  Primary source data were located through a combination of preliminary 
Internet searches and preliminary interviews.  Related literature as well as literature 
relevant to Garveyism was identified through similar preliminary online searches 
accompanied by study of key sources’ bibliographies. 
I engaged linked strategies for the purpose of creating tools for systematizing 
study of Elma Lewis.  In order to prioritize in-depth archival study, I deferred to Elma 
Lewis’ Histories and other writings for a template ranking topics that would illuminate 
answers to the study’s research questions.  Said another way, based on Lewis’ Histories 
and other writings, archival holdings most relevant to Elma Lewis’ philosophy and her 
commitment to racial pride and equity for Black Bostonians received first consideration.  
Coupled with deeper archival study, my open-ended interviews breathed first-person 
recollections into inanimate documents and assisted in triangulating all sources consulted. 
 Elma Lewis and the institutions she built beckon thoughtful, thorough research 
from scholars considering all facets of arts education.  Consideration of related topics, 
such as ELSFA curriculum, teacher preparation and professional development, and 
relationship between the ELSFA and contemporary arts education programs, was beyond 
the scope of this study.  In-depth study of the inter-related topics of Lewis’ socially 
minded ideology and the community oriented workings of her School were possible, 
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however, due to a focus on Lewis’ philosophy and the role of her institutions in fostering 
racial pride and equity for Boston’s African American community.  I offer background 
information sufficient for contextualizing Elma Lewis and her flagship institutions, the 
ELSFA and NCAAA, in terms of time and place.  While a comprehensive history of 
these institutions would be a worthy undertaking, such a close examination is also beyond 
the scope of this research.  Lewis’ philosophy in the context of a broad approach to arts 
education and her commitment to racial pride and equity for Black artists and students are 
the focus of this study.  I close with a discussion of Elma Lewis’ philosophy, distinctions 
between it and dominating late 20th/early 21st century music education philosophies, and 
implications for arts education. 
  
50 
II. ELMA LEWIS’ PHILOSOPHY AND GARVEYISM 
 The major tenets of Garveyism and parallels between Garveyism and Lewis’ 
philosophy are central to this study.  As such, I knead Garvey’s call for political 
revolution into Lewis’ vision of the arts as cultural emancipation, revealing a symbiotic 
relationship between the leaders’ principles.  I situate Marcus Garvey, his philosophy, 
and his organization – the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) – under the 
broad umbrella of New Negro Thought and key contemporary Black thinkers, their 
philosophies, and their institutions.  I locate this discussion in an historic framework by 
examining these activist-philosophers and their contexts.  Comparisons of Elma Lewis’ 
philosophy and institutions with Garveyism and the UNIA highlight how and why the 
philosophies were aligned yet distinct. 
Garveyism and New Negro Philosophy 
Marcus Garvey 
 Marcus Mosiah Garvey (1887–1940) was a revolutionary Black leader, orator, 
and businessman whose ideals, influence, and institutions provoked governments on both 
sides of the Atlantic, taunted the international Black establishment, and inspired 
generations of African American, Afro-Caribbean, and African leaders.1  In contrast to 
Elma Lewis’ cosmopolitan childhood, Garvey was born in a rural region of St. Ann’s 
Bay, Jamaica on August 17, 1887.  Garvey developed his philosophy from his childhood 
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experiences as an Afro-Jamaican and his observations of Africa-descended peoples’ lived 
reality in the Western hemisphere.2  Garvey’s modest education was similar to that of his 
peers and included attendance at a local primary school augmented by advanced 
tutoring.3  While Garvey’s formal schooling might have betrayed a future fraught with 
limited options, the young leader’s hunger for knowledge combined with his 
resourcefulness led him to supplement his schooling with constant, life-long research.4  In 
his early years Garvey read widely from his father’s personal library and, as a teenager, 
studied from the library of one Mr. Burrows, a printer under whom Garvey apprenticed.5  
As his professional skills and successes increased, Garvey became active in the printers’ 
union and eventually established himself as a leader during an early strike.6  Like Lewis’ 
cultivated knack for public speaking, Garvey’s community organizing skills and youthful 
elocution studies served as good preparation for the years to come.  The soon-to-be leader 
gave public addresses and published his first newspaper, Garvey’s Watchman in 1910.7 
Garvey’s early international travels, combined with his countryside childhood and 
urban coming-of-age, informed what would develop into his unique philosophy.  These 
early experiences also buttressed what would become the goals and achievements of his 
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influential institution, the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA).8  Garvey 
observed and was disturbed by the multiple and international variations on the theme of 
Africa-descended peoples’ compromised situation.  Each iteration of the trope offered a 
competing harmonization on the common refrain of severed bonds between Africa’s 
children.  Garvey saw fractured communities and legally sanctioned oppression that 
undermined the will and drive for collective empowerment among Black peoples the 
world over.  He witnessed Afro-Caribbeans emigrate to Central and Latin America in 
search of improved employment opportunities.  Many of these men and women remained 
in their new country while sending money to family members in their country of 
citizenship; others returned to their country of origin after earning their wages.  
Regardless of their choices, Garvey perceived that all experienced substantial racism – in 
practice and in legislation – irrespective of their country of residence.  Moreover, Garvey 
noted far more similarities than differences between Black expatriates (Afro-Caribbeans 
living and working in Central and South America as well as African nationals living and 
working in England), their situations, and the situations of Afro-Caribbeans who did not 
leave their homeland.9 
Garvey’s intercontinental travels between 1910–1914 offered opportunities for 
honing his leadership skills and building relationships that would later support his 
international network.  Garvey met with and was influenced by African nationals while 
working in the shipping industry in England.  He continued developing himself as a 
public speaker and maintained his Central and South American practice of contributing to 
																																								 																				




local publications.  Writing for the Africa Times and Orient Review, a Pan-African and 
Pan-Oriental publication in England, expanded his worldview.  The experience also 
influenced his philosophy as it provided opportunities to study writings by and about 
contemporary luminaries.  Visionaries contributing to the Review and Garvey’s 
expanding Pan-Africanist worldview included Booker T. Washington, Edward Wilmot 
Blyden, and other Black philosophers of the day.10 
Upon returning to Kingston from London Garvey established the Universal Negro 
Improvement Association (UNIA) in July of 1914.11  While the organization was initially 
modest both in terms of membership and activities, this early incarnation provided 
Garvey an opportunity to develop his philosophy as well as meet a key advisor who 
would become his first wife, Amy Ashwood Garvey.12  Resonating with Elma Lewis’ use 
of education as an instrument of liberation and a weapon defeating oppression, Garvey 
traveled to New York in 1916 expecting to conduct a “lecture tour” in which he would be 
“raising funds for an industrial institute to be established in Jamaica.”13  What Garvey 
could not have anticipated was that his arrival would coincide with the early twentieth 
century’s major migration of Caribbean nationals (many in the same generation as Elma 
Lewis’ parents) who would go on to create and/or expand Caribbean American 
communities across the USA.  By 1918 the New York office of the UNIA had become 
the worldwide headquarters of the organization, supplanting the institution’s founding 
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office in Kingston, Jamaica.  Garvey had toured the USA, speaking in most states and 
gaining a deeper understanding of the local issues facing African Americans.  At the 
same time New York, and more specifically Harlem, had become a center for Black 
thought from all points of the globe.14 
Garvey’s notoriety and influence – within the USA and internationally – would 
continue to skyrocket well into the 1920’s.  Similar to Lewis in terms of charismatic 
leadership, Garvey’s unique yet practical entrepreneurial style enveloped his businesses 
with a seemingly unbeatable competitive edge and the growing wealth of his many 
projects appeared limitless.15  Africa-descended peoples from around the world continued 
to flock to the UNIA during the 1920s while the organization’s commercial arm 
expanded to include businesses as diverse as grocery stores, a printing house, and a trans-
Atlantic shipping enterprise.16 
Garvey, like the exacting Elma Lewis, was not well received by all.17  The leader 
encountered much opposition from within the Black community and the American 
political establishment.18  Poor money management, disloyal friends, and intimidated 
federal authorities conspired to dismantle Garvey’s machine, soil his name, and 
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ultimately drive the leader from the USA.  Writing on this topic, Garvey’s second wife 
and widow, noted in the preface to her compilation of her late husband’s speeches and 
writings “Therefore in the course of leadership it is natural that one should meet 
opposition because of ignorance, lack of knowledge and sympathy of the opposition in 
understanding fully the spirit of leadership.”19 
Marcus Garvey: Pan-Africanist 
 Garvey and his philosophy and vision were borne and nurtured in a milieu of 
budding Pan-Africanist ideology, sentiment, and activities among Afro-Caribbeans.  
Leaders included Edward Wilmot Blyden (1832–1912), Arthur Barclay (1854–1938), 
Edwin Barclay (1882–1955), and Henry Sylvester Williams (1869–1911).20  The work 
and influence of these Afro-Caribbean sages combined with that of Marcus Garvey and 
contemporary African American philosophers, notably Booker T. Washington (1856–
1915) and W.E.B. DuBois (1868–1963), circumscribed key paradigms, philosophical 
tenets, and goals of the nascent Pan-Africanist movement.21  Moreover, the groundwork 
laid by these leaders established precedents for Pan-Africanist activities in the 20th and 
21st centuries, between the peoples on the African continent, and between the African 
Diaspora and African nationals.22  These leaders hailed from the neighboring Caribbean 
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nations of St. Thomas, Barbados, and Trinidad and engaged Pan-Africanist philosophy 
and activities through political leadership and legal practice.  The writings and work of 
scholar and statesman Edward Wilmot Blyden, a St. Thomas, Virgin Islands national, 
combined with the political activism in the Barclay family influenced Garvey’s – and 
ultimately Lewis’ – philosophy.23  Garvey’s attendance at the first Pan-African 
conference in London in 1900, organized by Henry Sylvester, a Trinidadian lawyer, 
served as a catalyst accelerating relationships between key African Americans, Africans, 
and West Indians.24 
 Like Lewis, Garvey’s notion of Pan-Africanism was grounded in a broad sense of 
the Negro race.  For both leaders Black peoples included those residing on the African 
continent as well as members of the diaspora who hail from North, South, and Central 
America, the Caribbean, Europe, and any other location where displaced Africa-
descended peoples could be found.25  Evidence of Garvey’s view can be seen in his 
writings and speeches in which he consistently includes himself as a member of the 
Negro race.26  Garvey celebrated Africa-descended diaspora members’ and continental 
Africans’ common lineage: “Everybody knows that there is absolutely no difference 
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between the native African and the American and West Indian Negroes.”27  His goals 
were always to strengthen and emancipate Africa-descended peoples – both collectively 
and within the particular context in which various groups found themselves.  His 
statement “We must work together.  …the ends that we serve are not of self, but for the 
higher development of the entire race”28 demonstrated his allegiance to his race and stood 
as a model for his followers. 
Garveyism and the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) 
 Garveyism is a philosophy of self-reliance and self-determination that is rooted in 
Pan-Africanism and unity for the world’s Africa-descended peoples.29  Seeds of Garvey’s 
philosophy germinated in his early years as he identified key similarities in the situations 
of Africa-descended peoples in the Caribbean, Central and South America, North 
America, Europe, and the African continent.  Garvey witnessed the irreconcilable 
contradiction of consistently compromised conditions for Africa-descended individuals 
and communities – both on the African continent and in the Diaspora – in contrast to the 
perpetual state of privilege afforded European-descended peoples in the same locales.  
Regarding the relationship between Africa-descended peoples and their European-
descended colonizers, Garvey noted that ethnic and/or racial groups who were in a 
position to take charge of their collective destiny were generally able to secure 
advantageous situations and assist others in their group as needed: “Lagging behind in the 
van of civilization will not prove our higher abilities.  Being subservient to the will and 
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caprice of progressive races will not prove anything superior in us.  Being satisfied to 
drink of the dregs from the cup of human progress will not demonstrate our fitness as a 
people to exist alongside of others, but when of our own initiative we strike out to build 
industries, governments, and ultimately empires, then and only then will we as a race 
prove to our Creator and to man in general that we are fit to survive and capable of 
shaping our own destiny.”30 
 Garvey founded the Universal Negro Improvement Association (UNIA) upon 
returning to Kingston, Jamaica in 1914 with the first UNIA branch in the United States 
opening in New York City in 1917.31  The early UNIA was small and its work was like 
that of contemporary benevolent organizations in form and function.  Similar in 
commitment to education as Elma Lewis’ School and unlike other organizations of the 
day, Garvey’s early visions included a Caribbean technical school modeled after Booker 
T. Washington’s Tuskegee Institute.32  The UNIA’s goals addressed the needs of Africa-
descended peoples’ condition worldwide: “We represent peace, harmony, love, human 
sympathy, human rights and human justice… And at this time among all the peoples of 
the world, the group that suffers most from injustice, the group that is denied most of 
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those rights that belong to humanity, is the black group of 400,000,000.”33 
Like Lewis’ commitment to rallying Black people in her community, the UNIA 
maintained a proactive stance toward early 20th century status quo conventions.   Garvey 
summarized key tenets of his philosophy in describing the UNIA’s goals: “The Universal 
Negro Improvement Association advocates the uniting and blending of all Negroes into 
one strong, healthy race.  It is against miscegenation and race suicide.  … It believes in 
the social and political physical separation of all peoples to the extent that they promote 
their own ideals and civilization, with the privilege of trading and doing business with 
each other.  It believes in the promotion of a strong and powerful Negro nation in Africa.  
It believes in the rights of all men.”34 
In addition to its political activity, the UNIA supported businesses as diverse as 
the Black Star Line, Garvey’s trans-Atlantic shipping company, the Negro World – the 
UNIA’s official weekly newspaper printed by the Association’s Bee Hive Printing Plant, 
and the Negro Factories Corporation (NFC).  NFC businesses included Universal 
Laundries, Universal Millinery Store, Universal Restaurants, Universal Grocery Stores, 
Universal Steam and Electric Laundry, a hotel, a tailoring business, the Bee Hive Printing 
Plant, and a doll factory.35 
Confident in the workings and future of the UNIA, Garvey was quoted: “I trust 
that the Negro peoples of the world are now convinced that the work of the Universal 
Negro Improvement Association is not a visionary one, but very practical, and that it is 
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not so far fetched, but can be realized in a short while if the entire race will only co-
operate and work toward the desired end.”36  The UNIA was endorsed in word and in 
kind by influential African American leaders in a manner foreshadowing Lewis’ support 
from Boston’s Black decision makers.  UNIA supporters included Ida B. Wells-Barnett, a 
founder of the National Association for the Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), 
feminist, and leader in the women’s suffrage movement, reverends George Frazier Miller 
of Brooklyn and Adam Clayton Powell, Sr. of Abyssinian Baptist Church, and Madame 
C.J. Walker, the “wealthy manufacturer of hair and beauty products, (who) helped 
finance the start-up of The Negro World as well as purchase the UNIA’s permanent 
meeting hall in 1919.”37 
Competing New Negro Perspectives 
 Several competing philosophical positions had gained traction among African 
Americans during the period between the end of Reconstruction and the beginning of the 
Great Depression.38  Chief among these were assimilationist and integrationist ideology, 
communism, and New Negro Thought.39  While all focused on attending to the situation 
of formerly enslaved African Americans, each paradigm employed different approaches 
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to the ‘Negro Problem.’40  Broadly stated, assimilationists’ and integrationists’ took the 
position that African Americans should seek acceptance in American society through 
adopting European Americans’ behaviors and values.  The Communist Party in America 
recruited disenfranchised Blacks in order to strengthen membership for its organization’s 
agenda.  Finally, New Negro ideology, articulated by Alain Locke in The New Negro, 
described a cultural awakening among post World War I African Americans that had 
artistic and political overtones and whose birth in Harlem brought together a range of 
Black perspectives, orientations, and paradigms.41  Examples of institutions associated 
with these perspectives included W.E.B. DuBois’s assimilationist/integrationist NAACP, 
the African Blood Brotherhood, a communist organization, and separatist organizations, 
such as Garvey’s UNIA and Booker T. Washington’s Tuskegee Institute.42 
The views and actions of early 20th Century influential Black thinkers offer a 
more nuanced portrait of the Black America into which Elma Lewis was born.  Echoes of 
New Negro Thought present in Booker T. Washington’s, W.E.B. DuBois’s, and Garvey’s 
philosophical positions resonated in Elma Lewis’ philosophy and the work and design of 
her institutions.  While it would be an overstatement to describe Washington and Du Bois 
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as representative of Black thought during the period of Garvey’s sway,43 I introduce the 
perspectives of these leaders here because, like Garvey and Garveyism, their magnetism 
was felt on a national and international scale during their lives and their influence 
continues into today.  Additionally, waves from Washington’s and DuBois’s cultural and 
systemic influence affected individuals and groups from within and outside of the African 
American community.  Both revolutionaries maintained uniquely interdependent 
relationships with Garvey and developed key institutions that continue to play an 
important role in African- and European Americans’ lives.  Importantly, a brief 
discussion of New Negro Thought is presented here with the intention of acknowledging 
the artistic work of those who contributed to the setting that supported Elma Lewis’ 
philosophy, School of Fine Arts, and National Center. 
 Booker T. Washington.  The influence of Booker Taliaferro Washington 
(1856–1915) extended across national boundaries and will continue for generations 
beyond his death.44  Unlike Lewis’ first generation immigrant experience, Washington 
was born near Hale’s Ford, VA and died at his home in Tuskegee, AL.  Washington was 
born into slavery, studied and taught at the Hampton Institute, and founded the Tuskegee 
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Institute in 1881.  As an influential educator and leader, Washington served as direct 
and/or de-facto advisor to three US presidents (William McKinley, Theodore Roosevelt, 
and William Howard Taft) and counselor to philanthropists, including John D. 
Rockefeller of Standard Oil, Andrew Carnegie of United States Steel, and Julius 
Rosenberg of Sears and Roebuck.45  Like Lewis, Washington wielded his influence 
through the press, speaking engagements, fundraising, and founding institutions, 
including the National Negro Business League in 1899.46 
 Washington’s philosophy, built on a foundation of African Americans’ racial 
solidarity, centered on self-help through hard work and material prosperity.47  
Washington valued education, especially with regard to skill acquisition in the crafts and 
industrial and farming trades.  He also held cultivating the virtues of patience, enterprise, 
and thrift in high regard.48  Washington’s view included winning the respect of Whites, 
which he believed would lead to African Americans’ full acceptance as American 
citizens.  This newfound respect would, according to Washington, provide African 
Americans full integration into all strata of American society.49  Washington’s position is 
often referred to as a philosophy of accommodation.50  While he never directly articulated 
conflict with Pan-Africanist thought, reunification of the world’s Africa-descended 
peoples was not a privileged feature of Washington’s paradigm. 
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 W.E.B. Du Bois. Similar to Booker T. Washington, the influence of William 
Edward Burghardt Du Bois (1868–1963) continues to extend across national boundaries 
and for generations past his death.  Born in Great Barrington, MA and dying in exile in 
Accra, Ghana, Du Bois was raised in western Massachusetts, was the first African 
American to receive a Harvard Ph.D., stewarded the early National Association for the 
Advancement of Colored People (NAACP), and served as the editor of its news organ, 
The Crisis.51  His philosophy rested on the notion that social change could be best 
accomplished through the cultivation of the ‘talented tenth’ of African Americans, 
individuals with advanced education and economic means.52 
Du Bois advocated for the collective economic advancement of the rising Black 
middle class and was in favor of their disposable income being used as a tool for civil 
rights, a sentiment congruent with Lewis’ community activism.  With regard to the 
‘Negro problem’, Du Bois focused primarily on political action and outlined a civil rights 
agenda for African Americans.  Racial segregation and racial discrimination were, for Du 
Bois “two different issues.”53  Like Garvey, Du Bois’ commitment to Pan-Africanism 
was unyielding; however, the two leaders approached the ideal from different 
perspectives.  In Volume II of his biography on Du Bois, David Levering Lewis noted 
“In Du Bois the Pan-African idea found an intellectual temperament and organizational 
audacity enabling it to advance beyond the evangelical and literary to become an 
embryonic movement whose cultural, political, and economic potential would assume, in 
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the long term, worldwide significance.  No other person of color then living, with the 
significant and calamitous exception of Marcus Garvey, was more capable of articulating 
the idea and mobilizing others to its service.”54 
The New Negro.  The notion of the New Negro heralded a phenomenon whose 
origins were firmly rooted in post-Reconstruction African Americans’ appeal for equality 
– socially, politically, and otherwise – and their determination to define their own 
collective and individual identities.55  When referring to a period of time, the term serves 
as a marker, aggregating contemporaneous philosophies, activities, and individuals that 
might otherwise be in conflict.  When referring to an African American cultural 
renaissance the term signals Harlem, synergy and discord, and key aspects of the 
infrastructure necessary for the Civil Rights, Black Power, Black Arts, and Black Lives 
Matter movements.56 
Locke’s anthology and title essay, The New Negro, brought to the fore the 
growing sentiment among post-World War I Blacks that African Americans could, 
would, and should define their destiny.57  Adopting a decidedly integrationist stance, the 
contributors to the work “thought of race consciousness and race pride as positive forces 
making the Negro aware of the true worth of his contribution to American society and 
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helping him to achieve his rightful place in it.”58  Locke made several key points in his 
introductory essay that underscored this sentiment and its implications.  He noted 
“Therefore the Negro to-day wishes to be known for what he is, even in his faults and 
shortcomings, and scorns a craven and precarious survival at the price of seeming to be 
what he is not.”59  Locke framed the New Negro from a revolutionary-yet-holistic 
position that seemed to invoke the work of Elma Lewis: “Each generation, however, will 
have its creed, and that of the present is the belief in the efficacy of collective effort, in 
race-co-operation.  … It is radical in tone, but not in purpose”60 and “We wish our race 
pride to be a healthier, more positive achievement than a feeling based upon a realization 
of the shortcomings of others.”61  Locke located the New Negro as an ally to the Pan-
Africanist but stopped short of bridging the divide between Black assimilationists and 
Black separatists: “Garveyism may be a transient, if spectacular, phenomenon, but the 
possible role of the American Negro in the future development of Africa is one of the 
most constructive and universally helpful missions that any modern people can lay claim 
to.”62 
Although a substantial tension separated Garveyism from the majority of New 
Negro Thought, the two shared a mutual celebration of African American art and culture.  
Contributors to Locke’s seminal volume, The New Negro included poets Jean Toomer, 
Countee Cullen, Claude McKay, Langston Hughes, and Arna Bontemps, anthropologist 
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Zora Neale Hurston, lyricist James Weldon Johnson, and philosopher W.E.B. Du Bois.  
Similarly, Marcus Garvey, a celebrated orator, poet and playwright63 maintained African 
American art and culture as central to his UNIA: “music was an integral part of UNIA 
meetings.  As of 1920, the headquarters Liberty Hall in Harlem supported a UNIA Band 
and Orchestra and a Band of the African Legion, both under the direction of Professor 
Arnold J. Ford.  Ford also directed the Liberty Hall Choir (also known as the Universal 
Choir).  Completing the picture was the Black Star Line Band led by Professor William 
Isles.  Non-UNIA talent was also sought at Liberty Hall.  Women’s day at the 1922 
convention featured ‘America’s Greatest Contralto Soloist,’ Marian Anderson.”64 
Garveyism and New Negro philosophy were united through a commitment to 
address oppression of African Americans, but the means for achieving an effective 
solution separated the camps.  Unimpressed with promises of assimilation or 
accommodation as proposed by Washington and DuBois, Garvey stated “For over three 
hundred years the white man has been our oppressor, and he naturally is not going to 
liberate us to the higher freedom—the truer liberty—the truer democracy.  We have to 
liberate ourselves.”65  Further, Garvey distinguished his views from accommodationist 
and integrationist New Negro Thought when he said “Some of our leaders in the Negro 
race flatter themselves into believing that the problem of black and white in America will 
work itself out, and that all the Negro has to do is to be humble, submissive and obedient, 
and everything will work out well in the ‘Sweet bye and bye’. Nothing of the kind has 
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happened in all human history.  There is not one instance where a slave race living in the 
same country … has ever yet ruled and governed the masters.  It has never been so in 
history, and it will never be so in the future.”66  And, like the transformation of New 
Negro Thought into the Civil Rights movement, Garvey’s position on prejudice 
foreshadowed the Black Power and Black Lives Matter movements’ disposition towards 
racism: “You can only obstruct it by progress and force.”67 
Similar to New Negro aspirations of Black Nationalism,68 Garvey sought Black 
economic independence from the Western world.  However, Garvey’s philosophy 
expanded the idea of economic independence to include Pan-African economic 
interdependence between nations and peoples of the Diaspora.  Offering a veiled 
disapproval of some of Washington’s tactics, Garvey warned against economic 
dependence grounded in the dominant society’s philanthropic community.69  Key 
influences distinguishing Garvey’s program from that of New Negro thinkers included 
Garvey’s formative years in Jamaica and his life experiences as an Afro-Caribbean 
expatriate rather than as a US citizen.  Finally, Garvey’s UNIA, a comprehensive 
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political, entrepreneurial, and social institution maintained an international presence 
whose influence dwarfed the leverage of all similar organizations.70 
Summary 
A towering presence among early twentieth century Africa-descended peoples, 
Marcus Garvey transformed his predecessors’ theory of Pan-Africanism through the 
workings of his philosophy and institution, the Universal Negro Improvement 
Association (UNIA), forging a template for anti-colonial, political, and social Black 
revolutions throughout the Atlantic world.71  With regard to his relationship with post-
Reconstructionist philosophers, Garvey shared outrage over the compromised situation of 
African Americans.  Both Garvey and the various Black factions of the time sought parity 
in economic, political, legal, educational, health, and related topics, yet Garvey differed 
from his contemporaries Du Bois and Washington on account of his extreme separatist 
approach to solving these issues.72 
Like Garvey, Lewis sought to cultivate a Pan-Africanist approach to unity in her 
neighborhood.  However, anchoring her vision in a culturally grounded approach to arts 
education necessitated distinctions be drawn between Garvey’s and her philosophies and 
practice. 
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Elma Lewis and Garveyism 
Lewis’ Philosophy 
 Elma Lewis sought to develop the attributes of self-reliance, self-determination, 
knowledge of and pride in one’s heritage, and collaboration in her students.73  Like 
Garveyism’s can-do spirit personified in Negro Factories Corporation (NFC) businesses 
and in anticipation of contemporary scholars’ notion of critical race theory (CRT),74 
Lewis’ summoning of the arts as a tool for achieving self-awareness and self-love 
celebrated the greatness of Africa-descended peoples and their contributions to mankind.  
Understanding Lewis’ philosophy in light of Garveyism underscores the centrality of 
culture in both philosophies and highlights Lewis’ use of the arts as a pedagogical tool in 
the service of self-knowledge and self-reliance.  Arts education at the ELSFA gave 
students a culturally grounded foundation and the resources they needed to realize their 
potential.75  Lewis’ paradigm held knowledge of one’s own culture as a parallel tenet to 
Garveyism’s notion of Africa for the Africans.76  This position mirrored the intentions 
and outcomes of UNIA sponsored activities.  Likewise Lewis’ philosophy embedded in 
her curriculum created an atmosphere in which self-knowledge and self-reliance could 
flourish.  Lewis wrote: “Black children must have a sense that their people have, and are 
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creating things of beauty, intelligence and worth.  They need the sense of continuity, 
dignity and unity that they can only gain from their own artists and the history of their 
own art.”77  Aligned with Garvey’s commitment to ‘the higher development of the entire 
race’78 goals of the ELSFA included offering “the best possible cultural education 
through the visual and performing arts”, nurturing and encouraging “Black artistic 
expression”, and broadening and enriching “Black life through the medium of the fine 
arts.”79  Also congruent with Garvey’s philosophy, additional goals included developing 
responsibility in the school’s students through individual achievement paired with group 
and/or ensemble art activities, and heightening students’ awareness of the “sensory, 
emotional, and imaginative aspects of life.”80 
Elma Lewis engaged key paradigms that supported the implementation of her 
philosophy and articulated her intentions to faculty, parents, donors, and other 
community members.81  Lewis employed the African proverb “As the twig is bent, so 
grows the tree” to underscore the ELSFA curriculum’s role in arts education.  She noted 
“the school’s goal is the personal development of the individual’s adjustment at home 
and in society.”82  Supporting this paradigm, Elma Lewis, like Hungarian music educator 
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Zoltan Kodaly, deemed “only the best” as good enough for children.83  She brandished 
Garvey’s catch phrase “Up you mighty people! You can what you will!” to encourage 
students and faculty and was confident in the benefits of ensemble work in each art 
discipline: “The ELSFA also believes the group art activity fosters a greater sense of 
responsibility in the children.”84  Further, Lewis noted that the ELSFA believed “the 
student can become more intellectual through experiences of art.”85 
The ELSFA curriculum was designed as a comprehensive interdisciplinary arts 
education machine fueled by the infusion of each arts content area into the teaching and 
learning of all arts disciplines.  Elma Lewis’ philosophy demanded a curriculum that 
demonstrated 
“1) sensitivity in determining materials to be used – dissemination of 
information and reading for teachers, creative and culturally relevant 
classroom materials; 2) responsibility for encouraging and demonstrating 
concepts in value, identity, and integrity in the process of establishing 
personal goals and moral and ethical guidelines; 3) responsibility among 
departments to unify what is taught in the various departments into 
cohesive productions and to ultimately teach the children to exhibit and 
subscribe to those ingredients essential for free expression, individual 
achievement and collective cooperation.”86 
 
All students were required to gain mastery in the five curriculum areas of music, dance, 
visual art, drama, and costuming.  Students were permitted to specialize in one or two arts 
disciplines only after successfully completing the two-year prerequisite introductory 
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course sequence.87  Many students' lives were enriched by their arts education 
experience, and some even continued their studies at the college and professional levels.88 
Elma Lewis’ philosophy was realized in both typical and innovative ways.  A 
major tenet of her vision asserted that Black art was equal to the art of all the great 
cultures of the world.  In this context Lewis was compelled to address educational 
structures that impede Black students’ self-knowledge and self-determination.  She 
offered pre-service and professional development courses for arts educators so that these 
professionals would have quality training and experiences for competently infusing their 
curricula with content focusing on the art of Africa descended peoples.  Unity, another 
principle central to Lewis’ paradigm, demanded an emic sensitivity to the needs and 
circumstances of the Black community.  From this perspective, Lewis was obliged to 
offer technical assistance and consultancies to the NAACP, the New African Company, 
the Council of Elders, Boston College, and WGBH’s Say Brother program, all entities 
focused on the needs of Boston’s African American community.89  Likewise, Lewis’ 
paradigm comfortably merged characteristically artistic arenas with typically community-
oriented concerns.  In this way, the ELSFA/NCAAA relationship with the Playhouse in 
the Park, the MCI Norfolk collaboration, and Black Nativity functioned as a prism 
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refracting Garveyism’s commitment to Pan-Africanism and excellence into Lewis’ 
layered vision of artistry and activism. 
A New Interpretation of Garveyism 
 Although developed at a different time, in a different place, and under different 
circumstances, markers of Garveyism guide and contextualize Elma Lewis’ philosophy.90  
Parallels between the two trailblazers are many-fold.  Both experienced the USA as 
Caribbean immigrants residing in an urban mecca.  Both were immersed in Afro-
Caribbean communities while simultaneously allying themselves with African Americans 
neighbors and African American causes.  Both studied oration and were accomplished, 
persuasive public speakers.  Importantly, Elma Lewis and Marcus Garvey shared a 
commitment to Africa-descended people that compelled them to organize their 
communities, build comprehensive institutions, and influence future generations through 
their protégés, writings, enterprises and innovations, and philosophies.91 
Lewis’ Philosophy in Action  
 Steeped in the Western classical traditions of ballet, theater, piano, and oration, 
Lewis imbued her philosophy of arts education with Garvey’s allegiance to Pan-
Africanism.  Like Garvey, she infused her views with self-reliance, self-determination, 
and unity.  Lewis integrated Garvey’s foundational principles into all aspects of her 
institutions and her work in the community.  Large-scale projects, such as Black Nativity 
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and Celebrate!, flourished on account of the NCAAA and ELSFA community’s self-
determined approach.  From the soloists to the ensemble members, the costume designers 
to the set builders, the success of Lewis’ productions was birthed through artistic self-
reliance punctuated by Black unity. 
Pan-Africanism and Lewis’ Philosophy.  Pan-Africanism, central to both 
Elma Lewis’ and Garvey’s philosophies, has been described in both cultural and political 
terms as “a belief that African peoples, both on the African continent and in the Diaspora, 
share not merely a common history, but a common destiny.”92  Elma Lewis’ philosophy 
not only employed the historical contributions of Africa-descended peoples as an artistic 
and educational launch pad but also centered and celebrated the cultures and 
achievements of Blacks throughout time and place.  She encouraged her students to add 
their artistic voices to the evolving cultural and political heritages of their communities.  
In describing the curriculum of her school, Lewis wrote “The school functions to create 
artists, and to educate and enhance the creativity of all who come under its influence… 
while the focus of the curriculum is artistic training, the school’s goal is the personal 
development of the individual’s adjustment at home and in society.”93  In order to 
accomplish these goals, Lewis immersed her students’ training in curricula that 
approached universal topics from a Pan-Africanist perspective.  For example, the General 
Conceptual Guidelines for the School’s course on Nation Building included a segment on 
identity that explored the topics of “love of self and community” as well as  “concept of 
blackness.”  The same Guidelines called for another segment on “historical perspectives” 
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that focused on “Reconstructing existing systems of Black/White Symbolism.”  Similarly, 
a course outline for visual art classes was rooted in ancient African civilizations, 
commencing with “Early Africa and Great Benin” in 500 B.C. and continuing with a 
section on ‘African Tribal Art’ and ‘The use of story in African Art’.  Another module 
explored Africanisms in West Indian and African American art and concluded with 
contemporary Africa-descended artists.94 
Elma Lewis embodied a dynamic sense of Garvey’s Pan-Africanism in her day-
to-day existence.  She embraced her Caribbean heritage, simultaneously identifying as an 
African American.  Africanisms employed to articulate her vision of teaching and 
learning at the ELSFA were grounded in traditional use of proverbs as teaching tools.  
For example, the Wolof of Senegal have an expression that “sums up their notion of art, 
‘We like to do things beautifully’ ”.  Additionally, as discussed above, Lewis employed 
African paradigms when describing the philosophy of her curricula, quoting the African 
proverb “As the twig is bent, so grows the tree.”95 
Elma Lewis’ philosophy demanded that quality Black art be experienced, shared, 
and studied by all.  To this end, her commitment to Pan-Africanism undergirded the 
innovative work of the National Center of Afro-American Artists.  The NCAAA 
provided a space – both metaphorical and physical – for exchanges between Africa-
descended artists from all content areas and media.  Afro-Caribbean visual artists 
engaged in creative exchanges with African American painters, African drummers 
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interacted with American instrumentalists, and African American classically trained 
ballerinas collaborated with Black dancers from the Caribbean and African traditions.96  
Special projects, such as the Playhouse in the Park, the Norfolk Prison Project, and the 
annual production of Black Nativity offered opportunities for Blacks of the diaspora to 
collaborate, learn from one another, teach one another, and enjoy one another’s 
performances and exhibitions.  In a very real sense, Lewis’ NCAAA embodied her 
artistic interpretation of Garvey’s vision of self-reliance and self-determination. 
Unity and Lewis’ Philosophy. Garvey’s commitment to community organizing 
in order to repair the perpetual state of disarray present in Africa-descended peoples’ 
environments is echoed in Elma Lewis’ philosophy and work.  For example, after being 
alerted to illegal dumping in Boston’s Franklin Park as well as the green space’s rat 
infestation and other public health threats, Elma Lewis organized politicians and 
community members to clean the park and demanded the City maintain the neighborhood 
in a safe and livable manner.97  The end result – a safe park and a vibrant summer concert 
series that has lasted over forty years – served and celebrated the community and 
attracted visitors from beyond the neighborhood to first-rate performances.98 
Garvey’s sense of unity, as imbedded in Elma Lewis’ philosophy, also fueled the 
genesis of her institutions.  Lewis’ School filled an artistic and educational void: mid-20th 
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century Black students in Boston had no institution in which they were welcomed to 
study the arts.99  The ELSFA addressed this void and it also attended to the unique needs 
of these students and this community through the school’s culturally relevant curriculum 
and its location in the African American community.  The ELSFA provided a unifying 
force in the neighborhood and for its students.  All were welcomed and celebrated on all 
projects regardless of families’ economic means, adults’ type and/or place of 
employment, and race.100  Similarly, Lewis’ National Center and Museum acknowledged 
and filled an artistic void: prior to instituting the NCAAA and its museum African 
American artists had no institution for exchanging ideas and no museum dedicated to the 
works of Black artists.101 
With the NCAAA/ELSFA special projects, Lewis’ community organizing 
brought unity to her neighborhood by providing opportunities and outlets for high-quality 
Africa-descended performers and performances, including many local artists, nationally 
and internationally acclaimed performers, and budding talent.  Playhouse in the Park 
events, Black Nativity performances, and other collaborative events102 brought together 
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the entire ELSFA and NCAAA community – students, parents, teachers – as well as 
neighbors, elected officials, donors, and others. 
Self-Reliance, Self-Determination, and Lewis’ Philosophy.  Just as self-
reliance and self-determination were the cornerstones of Garvey’s philosophy and 
stalwart attributes of his character, these qualities exemplified Elma Lewis’ viewpoint 
and framed her goals and expectations.103  Through her independent will and self-
assurance, Lewis forged an artistic path for herself by building her school, the Elma 
Lewis School of Fine Arts.  This addressed the dearth of quality professional dance and 
theatrical opportunities available to African Americans in the 1940s, a context which had 
limited her prospects for a career on the stage.  Regarding self-reliance, self-
determination, and the early days of the ELSFA, Lewis depended on her own, modest 
savings and gifts from close friends and family to underwrite the School’s early locations.  
She relied on herself to teach nearly all classes – receiving little or no salary, and 
leveraged her relationships with community leaders and elected officials so that her 
students and neighbors could receive the resources and opportunities they needed to 
achieve their goals.104  Her National Center of Afro-American Artists (NCAAA) also 
stood as an emblem of self-reliance and self-determination.  Lewis designed the 
institution such that the Africa-descended professional musicians, dancers, thespians, and 
visual artists defined quality in their artistry using their culturally relevant metrics rather 
than relying on dominant society norms; proof of their artistry’s value, significance, 
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mastery, virtuosity, or other descriptions of credibility or excellence were articulated by 
Black artists and for black audiences.105  After demanding that the City of Boston clean 
the dumpsite that Franklin Park had become, Elma Lewis corralled community members 
into scouring the heap – rather than wait for City Hall to act – and built an outdoor theater 
using materials she had ferreted out through donations.106 
These core values of self-reliance and self-determination, inspired by Garvey, 
gave Lewis the clarity of purpose to identify problems in the Black community – 
problems whose remedies would be most potent when sourced from within the 
community.  They also gave her the nimbleness of mind to creatively avert potential 
obstructions.107  Lewis identified employment challenges African American men 
experience upon re-entry into the community from incarceration, set about to re-direct 
her resources in the service of this challenge, and designed a program that created self-
reliance and self-determination through workforce development combined with arts 
education.108  Norfolk Prison Project participants involved in the program applied their 
training in technical theater, music, dance, visual art, and creative writing and relied on 
their individual and collective creativity guided by expert ELSFA faculty to engineer all 
aspects of their musical productions.  Likewise, Lewis’ core orientation towards self-
reliance and self-determination steered all aspects of the ELSFA-NCAAA community’s 
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productions of Black Nativity.109  Annual productions have been ‘in-sourced’, that is, 
resources necessary for creating the performances (personnel and their training, 
costumes, music, and so forth) have been obtained from within the ELSFA-NCAAA 
community.110  Boston’s African American community and the region’s Black artists 
used the performances as a tool for celebrating their creative independence and 
autonomy. 
Lewis, Garvey, and the Arts: Philosophical Differences 
 Relevant distinctions separate the lives and work of Lewis and Garvey, even 
though the leaders shared many philosophical and personal similarities.111  Operating 
from a vision of Black people’s spiritual and cultural liberation, both sought freedom for 
Africa-descended peoples.  How the two operationalized this endeavor distinguishes one 
from the other.  Similarly, situational and philosophical differences separate Lewis’ 
perspective from that of Garvey. 
Elma Lewis’ philosophy summoned spiritual and cultural emancipation through 
art whereas Marcus Garvey sought a similar freedom through Africa-descended peoples’ 
economic independence and repatriation to a unified Africa.112  Said another way, for 
Lewis, knowledge and skill in the arts served as a key that unlocked the gateway to 
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culture and independence through a nuanced knowledge of self.  In a 1997 interview 
Lewis explained the complex role of the arts in her philosophy and life’s work: “And it’s 
not the arts that are my concern.  It is the culture.  It is what the arts are telling you.  The 
arts are how man speaks about his life.  The arts are not something of beauty.  The arts 
have to teach you magnanimity and many other things, virtues.  The arts teach the virtues.  
And the arts explain the culture so that you can correct the culture, preserve it, discuss it, 
think on it.  It’s what tells you who man is and where he’s been and where he’s apt to go.  
That’s what the arts do for you.  It gives you culture.  … The arts interpret the culture.”113  
Moreover, rather than a vision whose goal was to unify a globally dispersed people, the 
goal of Lewis’ philosophy – knowledge and skill in the arts – makes possible the 
development of individuals’ cultural identity.114  For clarity, Lewis outlined her 
philosophical expectations regarding cultural identity for faculty and others in positions 
of leadership at the ELSFA by grounding her statements in her own personal experience: 
“I had a very strong cultural identity from the beginning.  And it was not very possible 
for me to be denigrated by white people because I always had a strong sense of self, 
always.  I have been encouraged in my teaching and in my directing of people to give 
them that same sense.  That liberates.  That does not want to do any damage to anybody 
else but it strengthens one’s self.”115 
Responsibility.  While Garvey sought to develop Black knowledge, cultural 
identity, and responsibility from the outside-in, Elma Lewis engaged these values from 
																																								 																				





the inside-out.  That is, Garvey harnessed a political and business-oriented approach to 
Africa-descended peoples’ self-knowledge, cultural identity, and responsibility.  His 
tactics were directed at the Black masses through organizational structures.  Conversely, 
Elma Lewis healed her local community through individuals’ internal development of 
self-knowledge, cultural identity, and responsibility. 
Responsibility, a key tenet of Elma Lewis’ philosophy, originated in the context 
of family and radiated out, unifying her vision’s concentric circles of community and 
race.  When asked about her parents’ expectation that she and her brothers ‘make a mark’ 
with their lives, Lewis responded “Yes.  I don’t remember them seeing it as a mark.  I 
remember seeing it as salvation, self-salvation and the advancement of the race.  You 
were taught to advance the race, to do everything for first your family and then others 
like you, because that was their only opportunity out of destruction.  The society was 
made to destroy them and if they were not going to be destroyed that was your 
responsibility.  It was not so that somebody would know my name, it was so that I may 
do good.”116  Additionally, Lewis wrote responsibility into the ELSFA Curriculum 
Philosophy: 
“The curriculum evolves from the premise that ultimately responsibility 
must be the underlying motivation.  The responsibility of the curriculum 
designer is to create a cognitive and cohesive program that deals with the 
problem at three levels: 1) sensitivity in determining materials to be used – 
dissemination of information and reading for teachers, creative and 
culturally relevant classroom materials; 2) responsibility for encouraging 
and demonstrating concepts in values, identity, and integrity in the process 
of establishing personal goals and moral and ethical guidelines; 3) 
responsibility among departments to unify what is taught in the various 
departments into cohesive productions and to ultimately teach the children 
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to exhibit and subscribe to those ingredients essential for free expression, 
individual achievement and collective cooperation.”117  
 
Excellence and Work Ethic.  A quest for excellence and a determined work 
ethic played important yet different roles in the philosophies of Elma Lewis and Marcus 
Garvey.  This difference can be attributed to Garveyism’s end goals.  Garvey, engaging 
in nation building, accounted for all abilities in a people: “I appeal to the higher 
intelligence as well as to the illiterate groups of our race.  We must work together.”118  
Conversely, Lewis sought to nurture cultural identity in the youth in her neighborhood.  
Rather than focusing her attention on the entire Black race, Lewis attended to the abilities 
of her students, a modest subset of the African diaspora. 
Elma Lewis’ philosophy mandated a notion of responsibility girded by a 
multidimensional concept of excellence and an unyielding work ethic in order to invoke 
cultural identity through art.119  Excellence within the context of Elma Lewis’ philosophy 
referred to the quality of the courses offered at the her School, the quality of her faculty’s 
performance – both in their own personal artistry and in the results they inspired from the 
students, and the quality of the students’ accomplishments.120  Lewis described this 
expectation of excellence when discussing the work ethic necessary for participating in 
ELSFA master classes.  Performing for Babatundi Olatunji, an internationally acclaimed 
faculty member required that: “(Y)ou enrolled in his class like you’d enroll in a course.  
He came to teach a course.  Not special classes; good, straight out courses.  … Everybody 
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came.  Not from time to time.  You can’t teach from time to time.  Teaching is not like 
that.”121  When asked about her relentless work ethic, Lewis responded matter-of-factly 
“It’s impossible for me to understand how not to work” and “I never, I never developed a 
life of leisure.  A life of pleasant work, yes, but work.  You must be a contributor.”122 
Spiritual Healing through the Arts.  While both Lewis’ and Garvey’s 
Christian faith played an important role in the leaders’ lives, their unique approaches to 
the role of spiritual healing for Africa-descended peoples set one apart from the other.  
With regard to the spiritual and familial debt contemporary Negroes owed to “those 
Africans who were enslaved and transported to these shores, where they suffered, bled, 
and died to make us what we are today” Garvey emphatically admonished his audience, 
writing “Should we not, therefore, turn our eyes toward Africa, our ancestral home and 
free it from the thralldom of alien oppression and exploitation?”123  Conversely, Elma 
Lewis approached the spiritual element present in her philosophy contextualizing art as a 
tool that can be used to become balanced and at peace with one’s self.124  When 
explaining her philosophy and noting the difference between some Europeans’ 
relationship with art and that of many Africa-descended peoples, Lewis clarified, saying 
“Art among… people of European extraction is an abstract.  Art among other people in 
the world is not abstract.  It is the stuff of life.  And that’s where we must remain if we’re 
going to be whole.”125  Similarly, when asked to summarize how she taught, Lewis noted 
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a transcendent element that could not be divorced from her philosophy: “It’s just the 
teaching from the spirit, and I can’t give you my spirit.”126  Regarding the divine element 
central to her philosophy of teaching, Lewis implored “Where is the substance of who we 
are and what we are and what mankind is doing here?  That’s got to be what it’s about, or 
else why teach?  Anybody can mix up paint and get a pretty color to put on this wall.  
Anybody can paint a picture that tells you something.  But anybody can’t take a picture 
that moves your spirit to a great place.  That’s what’s important.”127  Importantly, Lewis, 
a product of her time and place, used encoded rhetoric complete with the images and 
vocabulary of contemporary, dominant culture music education philosophers.128  In so 
doing Lewis conveyed her value for a Black aesthetic that was spiritual rather than 
disinterested in nature.129 
Summary 
 Elma Lewis’ philosophy, employing the arts and arts education as a tool for 
realizing cultural identity, reinterpreted the tenets of Garveyism and enveloped them in a 
nuanced vision of arts education.  Lewis’ vision engaged Garveyism’s unity through its 
commitment to community – both from the political perspective of neighborhood and the 
artistic view of ensemble.  Her philosophy also repurposed Garvey’s Pan-Africanism by 
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nurturing cultural identity. Lewis’ vision reclaimed self-reliance through its disciplined 
work ethic, and redefined Garvey’s self-determination through its mandate for 
excellence.  Regarding Garvey’s goal of Africa for the Africans Lewis reinterpreted this 
principle by positioning the arts and cultures of Africa and Africa-descended peoples as 
equal in importance to the great cultures of the world, worthy of study and celebration, 
and culturally relevant for all ELSFA students. 
Important similarities existed between the two leaders’ personal experiences.  
Both were revolutionary leaders who built multidimensional institutions.130  Both owned 
their African heritage and embraced their ethnicity as members of the African 
Diaspora.131  Both smelted their Caribbean roots with a relentless commitment to social 
activism and community organizing in their African American reality.132  Finally, both 
claimed a tenacious self-confidence and broad understanding of education.133  Both Elma 
Lewis and Marcus Garvey maintained a view of emancipation for Africa-descended 
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peoples whose core was rooted in Black peoples’ spiritual and cultural freedom.134  How 
the two put this vision into action separated the leaders. 
It is also instructive to note that Elma Lewis’ philosophy and work were possible 
in large measure due to their occurring in the wake of Garvey’s influence.  Said another 
way, the Civil Rights movement, a logical and historical outgrowth of Garveyism and 
other aspects of New Negro Thought,135 created a slipstream in which the Black Arts 
movement could gain momentum and excel.136  From this perspective, Elma Lewis’ 
philosophy and work, like a seed nurtured with warm sun and gentle rain, blossomed into 
training and real-life opportunities for the next generation of Black Arts innovators. 
It should also be noted that Lewis’ intimate experience with the operational 
structure of Garvey’s UNIA appears to have influenced her approach to institution 
building.137  Whether surrounded by her Caribbean elders at St. Cyprian’s weekly UNIA 
meetings or listening to her father’s Garvey-ite speeches Lewis’ encounters with 
Garveyism and his UNIA branded a self-replicating coil in the arts-educator-to-be.  Like 
the dynamic complexity of Garvey’s UNIA, Lewis’ ELSFA and NCAAA formed the 
nexus of a broad, varied network of interdependent arts education ventures.  The power 
and impact of Lewis’ vision came to fruition in the self-replicating synergy between 
																																								 																				
134. Garvey, Africa for the Africans; Lewis, interview by Robert Brown. 
135. Onishi, The New Negro of the Pacific. 
136. Larry Neal, "The Black Arts Movement." Drama Review, Summer (1968): 
29–39; Kalamu ya Salaam, "Historical Overviews of the Black Arts Movement." In The 
Oxford Companion to Women's Writing in the United States, edited by Cathy N. 
Davidson, Linda Wagner-Martins and Elizabeth Ammons, 1–14. New York, NY: Oxford 
University Press, 1995. 
137. Lewis, interview by Robert Brown; "Family – Clairmont Lewis, Marcus 
Garvey Speech." Elma Ina Lewis papers. (M 38). Boston, MA: University Library 
Archives and Special Collections Department, Northeastern University, Box 3, folder 16. 
  
89 
projects in her network at least as much as it emanated from within each discrete 
endeavor. 
Garveyism’s fundamental tenets, Pan-Africanism, unity, self-reliance, and self-
determination, served as the DNA of Elma Lewis’ philosophy.  When these elements 
were realized in the context of Black America’s late 20th century arts education, the result 
lead to a quest for cultural identity relying on responsibility to self, family, community, 
and race.  Moreover, this quest required excellence for ELSFA students, excellence by 
ELSFA students and faculty, and hard work from all. 
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business-oriented initiatives aimed at 
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III. RACIAL PRIDE AND EQUITY IN LEWIS’ BOSTON 
 Contemporary American education has failed to offer a balanced, respectful, or 
healthy position toward the contributions of African Americans.1  This context for 
learning has done little to buoy racial pride among African Americans – young or old – 
and does not encourage an expectation for equity for African Americans among the 
general population.2  Latter twentieth century revolutionaries of the Black Arts movement 
sought to rouse African Americans’ racial pride and dismantle the injustices inherent in 
America’s artistic and social status quo through celebration of and participation in 
authentic African and African American expression.3  Importantly, the binding sentiment 
in these actions was not one of comparison to the prevailing Eurocentric paradigm but 
rather a posture of self-affirmation and self-definition.4  Activities running parallel to the 
work of Elma Lewis and her institutions, such as poetry readings and theatrical 
performances, targeted African American audiences and remained open to all.5  
Similarly, popular media organs, such as Ebony and Jet, as well as traditional and social 
institutions the likes of the Black church, the NAACP, and African American fraternities 
																																								 																				
1. Peter C. Murrell, Jr., African-Centered Pedagogy: Developing Schools of 
Achievement for African American Children. Albany, NY: SUNY Press, 2002; Jay B. 
Marks and Karen L. Tonso, "African-Centered Education: An Approach to Schooling for 
Social Justice for African American Students." Education (Project Innovation, Inc.) 126, 
no. 3 (Spring 2006): 481–494; Marvin Lynn, "Race, Culture, and the Education of 
African Americans." Educational Theory (University of Illinois) 56, no. 1 (2006): 107–
119. 
2. Bradley, Sounds of Silence. 
3. Neal, The Black Arts Movement; Askia Toure, interview by Sonya White 
Hope. Personal communication Boston, MA, (April 10, 2015). 
4. Garvey, Africa for the Africans; Lewis, interview by Robert Brown. 
5. Neal, The Black Arts Movement. 
  
92 
and sororities, promoted racial pride and equity for African Americans.6  These 
institutions attended to the needs and concerns of their African American clientele 
without assaulting European American and/or non-Black American perspectives.  
Although it is beyond the scope of this study to offer an exhaustive discussion of 
racial pride and equity in mid-century Black America, it is relevant to note that both were 
and remain complex topics in all spheres of African Americans’ experience.7  Engaging 
this context as a backdrop, I submit that Elma Lewis understood the interrelated 
imbalances joining racial pride and equity in the context of African Americans.  Similar 
to Black Arts Movement visionaries, Lewis was committed to Black art on Black terms 
as she leveraged the arts as a tool to realize racial pride and equity for African 
Americans.8 
While I present the two inquiries as discrete research topics (below) my 
concluding summary reunites these themes in a holistic discourse that mirrors the intent 
and accomplishments of Elma Lewis, her School of Fine Arts, and her National Center of 
Afro-American Artists.  
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Racial Pride through the Fine Arts 
 Applying a salve that heals American education’s “de-Africanization or 
acculturation process”, Lewis demanded students invest in their art rather than “ignore 
their culture and their history.”9  Elma Lewis’ vision of the arts as a means to achieving 
racial pride and as a mechanism for realizing racial equity was embodied in her School’s 
ongoing activities and in short-term projects.  It impacted scores of individuals as well as 
focused populations.  Whether participants engaged with her institutions for many 
consecutive years or connected through a passing workshop, Lewis’ work was far-
reaching and prolific.10  The genesis and flowering of three of the ELSFA’s signature 
projects – Playhouse in the Park, the annual production of Black Nativity, and the unique 
collaboration with the Massachusetts Correctional Institute at Norfolk – are the 
centerpiece of this discussion.  An exhaustive discussion of all the activities, both those 
that came to fruition and those that did not pass the planning stage, are sufficiently 
voluminous to be beyond the scope of this study.  The projects referenced above were 
selected on account of their accessibility as overt examples of Lewis’ and the ELSFA’s 
integrated commitment to racial pride and equity for Boston’s African American 
community, the projects’ enduring legacy, and the projects’ fusion of all arts domains 
into seamless final products.  Other important projects include the ELSFA’s involvement 
in expanding opportunities for arts education, artists and arts educators, ELSFA 
performances and publications, and ELSFA special events. 
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Playhouse in the Park 
It has been said that necessity is the mother of invention.  Elma Lewis took this 
adage one step further when she wrote “good uses always eradicates (sic) bad uses.”11  
By the mid-1960s Boston’s famed Franklin Park had been transformed into a veritable 
dump.  African American neighbors residing in what had formerly been a predominantly 
Jewish community abutted what had been a beautiful and inviting green-space.12  Elma 
Lewis was apprised of the situation in 1966 when several residents on Seaver Street 
“brought to Lewis’ attention that large rats were running out of this cherished Olmstead 
Park.”  After personally investigating the situation then creating a coalition of clergy and 
prominent community leaders, Lewis “approached the City Parks Department to do 
something about the horrible blight.”  In her 1992 History of the Elma Lewis School of 
Fine Arts Lewis recorded that amid rubbish, refuse, and debris City officials found “five 
tons of unused clay had been dumped in the wilderness/picnic grounds and playing 
fields” and that “three aging park workers were assigned to care for this more than 490 
acre treasure.”13  From 1966 forward Lewis set about not only to restore the park to its 
former beauty but also to augment the green space’s appeal by creating an outdoor 
theater.14 
Lewis, a former thespian, was particularly enamored with the simultaneously 
artistic and community oriented work of Joseph Papp and Bernard Gersten, producers of 
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the New York Shakespeare Festival.15  Hoping to gain insight into the development and 
inner workings of their theater-in-the-park model, Lewis flew to New York and met with 
Papp in his office.  Papp encouraged Lewis, saying “First don’t ask anyone to allow you!  
Just go right in and produce a play. By the time they catch up with you to put you out, 
you will have been a success and a hero.  I asked the City of New York and it took me 
seven years to get into the park.  I wouldn’t do that again.”16 
Lewis later noted that the meeting gave her the fuel she needed to embark on this 
project.  However, there remained the logistical challenge of creating a viable, versatile 
outdoor performance space amid garbage.  Lewis, while experienced as an on-stage 
actress, required much assistance to build a theater, complete with lights, sound, 
electricity, seats, water and toilettes.  She enlisted the assistance of friends, businessmen, 
and community members.  All who were able contributed to the project through hands-on 
work, supplies and materials, and financial gifts.  Through the efforts of Lewis’ web of 
friends, family, and colleagues, the soon-to-be Playhouse in the Park received sand and 
gravel from the AA Will Company.  Beacon Construction Company supplied bulldozers 
for burying the old refrigerators, stoves and other trash, and community members 
combined with ABCD summer students graded the site.  With regard to the working 
conditions, Lewis wrote “(t)he rat population was so vigorous that men operating the 
bulldozers required the assistance of exterminators to accompany them during the 
cleaning.”17  Once the site was accessible, the Contractors Association of Boston (CAB) 
																																								 																				





contributed materials for the stage and structural supports were rented from the Marr 
Scaffolding Company.  Lewis noted that rented lighting and sound equipment completed 
the first incarnation of this “very rudimentary theater.”18 
Playhouse in the Park performances have engaged, entertained, educated and 
inspired Boston audiences from 1996 to the present.19  During the School’s heyday 
ELSFA music and dance concerts, recitations, and other performances took place nightly 
from July 4th through Labor Day, weather permitting.  Performers hailed from distant 
lands and around the corner, and included a roster of artists and ensembles with 
international stature, local fame, and emerging promise.  Additionally, ELSFA students 
and NCAAA ensembles frequently claimed the stage, sometimes alongside legendary 
musicians, dancers, and/or actors.20  Although Lewis’ collaboration with the Franklin 
Park Coalition has been formally terminated for many years, a truncated schedule of 
performances continues in her name each summer. 
Playhouse in the Park and Racial Pride.  In terms of heralding, celebrating, 
and manifesting racial pride for African Americans, Playhouse in the Park brought 
internationally acclaimed performers, local celebrities, and community members to a 
professional stage in Boston’s Black neighborhood.  The series thrived in a manner that 
was simultaneously affirming to those living in the vicinity and inviting to all residents of 
Boston, regardless of race, creed, nationality, or other means of identification.21  Lewis’ 
Playhouse in the Park might have been merely an historical footnote were it not for the 
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world-class performers who breathed life into traditional favorites and new works alike.  
Audiences flocked to performances of favorite artists while embracing a broad cadre of 
musicians, dancers, and actors.  Until his passing in 1974 Lewis’ childhood friend, the 
legendary Duke Ellington, opened summer seasons with his July 4th concert.  Similarly, 
the series closed each Labor Day with the internationally acclaimed Nigerian drummer 
Babatundi Olatunji and the Drums of Passion.  Artists of all levels of expertise gave 
performances from classical, improvisational, and folk traditions.  Critically acclaimed 
recording artists, including the classically oriented Arthur Fiedler and the Boston Pops, 
jazz pianist Dr. Billy Taylor, and folk singer Odetta, shared the stage with homegrown 
favorites, ELSFA students, and community members.22 
Similar to the centrality of the performers to the success of the Playhouse in the 
Park, attendees offered another defining dimension to this artistic and community-
oriented venture.  Said another way, no performance series – in traditional theaters or 
outdoor parks – can be sustained without a committed audience.23  Unlike other contexts 
for racial integration in 1970s Boston,24 Playhouse in the Park performances were 
voluntary, safe, and family-friendly events.25  Additionally, given White Bostonians’ 
apprehension for traveling in Black communities – neighborhoods perceived to be 
dangerous and potentially hostile – the overall success and safety of Playhouse in the 
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Park’s integrated audiences offered a much needed counter narrative for a racially 
polarized city.26  Further, this summer performance series offered African Americans 
living in the vicinity the opportunity to attend live performances, including those of great 
African and African American artists, and engage with Africa-descended literature and 
African and/or African American artistic styles, all for free.27 
Finally, Lewis’ love and celebration of the art and artistry of all Africa-descended 
peoples girded each aspect of Playhouse in the Park programing.  Africa-descended 
literature and artistic styles flourished alongside European centered performances 
throughout the project’s summers.  Playhouse in the Park programming juxtaposed the 
choreography of Tally Beatty with traditional ballets and recitations of Harlem 
Renaissance poets with Shakespeare sonnets.  In short, Lewis reveled in fine art and saw 
no hierarchy between the works and styles of Africa-descended peoples and those rooted 
in a European paradigm.  In fact, her love and value of the richness of African and 
African American cultures radiated through her unique sense of racial pride, guiding 
decisions about which artists were invited to perform at the Playhouse in the Park, who 
her target audience would be, and what sorts of performance pieces to program.28 
Equity, the Arts, and Lewis’ Black Boston 
Many individuals and groups have labored to make racial equity for Blacks a 
reality in Boston, although few sociological indicators would suggest that African 
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Americans in this community have fully realized this elusive dream.29  Locally and 
nationally noteworthy figures approached the goal through interventions targeted at 
African American students’ education;30 others engaged political processes through 
advocacy and public service.31  Always unique in her approach, Elma Lewis engaged 
racial equity on several occasions and frequently in the context of the arts.  Lewis re-
defined accepted stereotypes labeling urban African American communities as 
dangerous, undesirable, and devoid of art32 through building the Playhouse in the Park, an 
outdoor theater in the Black neighborhood. 
 Playhouse in the Park and Racial Equity.  The Playhouse in the Park 
challenged prevailing notions of station for Boston’s African American community from 
at least three distinct positions.  First, it asserted that Black neighborhoods comprise a 
significant constituency requiring the same basic respect and sanitation that other 
neighborhoods require and receive.  Second, it identified the community as a collective 
who were willing and able to collaborate on multiple levels.  Third, it demonstrated Black 
art as a viable engine for economic and social development by elevating Roxbury’s 
Franklin Park to the level of a sought after destination. 
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 As discussed above, Franklin Park doubled as the City dump and had become a 
dangerous public health problem for neighbors by the mid-1960s.33  Lewis understood 
that a multipronged approach had the best chance at addressing the equity question 
imbedded in the neighborhood’s situation.  That is, no non-Black neighborhood and no 
other park would be subjected to this sort of danger, abuse, and insult.  Lewis was 
determined to see that this neighborhood – teeming with Africa-descended people whom 
she valued – would receive unbiased attention.  By mobilizing and uniting elected 
officials, influential community leaders, families, and young adults, Lewis accomplished 
two important feats.  First, she caused the incessant dumping to cease.  Second, she 
forced City administration and other stakeholders to maintain a minimal respect for this 
portion of the Black community.  Lewis could have stopped fighting for equity at that 
point and her accomplishments would have remained noteworthy and uncontested; but 
Lewis – always working through art and artistry – saw opportunities for intra-community 
development merged with prospects for inter-community collaboration.  She designed the 
Playhouse in the Park program such that the participation of decision makers representing 
the neighborhood and the City at large, influential community leaders, common citizens, 
and individuals would support the work of the ELSFA and, ultimately, the African 
American community.  Finally, harkening back to the practicality her parents instilled in 
her as a child, Lewis understood the intimate relationship between sustainability for 
artistic enterprises and economically healthy businesses.  In this context, her artistically 
liberal programming insured alluring presentations that appealed to a broad range of 
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performers’ and audience’s artistic tastes.  Further, Lewis transformed Roxbury from a 
place feared by Boston’s White community into an artistic and performance destination.34 
Figure 8. Playhouse in the Park, Racial Price, & Equity.35 
 
Archival photograph from a Playhouse in the Park performance. 
 
Black Nativity 
Many Americans, regardless of religious affiliation, are familiar with annual 
intergenerational community Christmas pageants, complete with singing, acting, 
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costumes, and key characters echoing figures found in a typical crèche: Mary, Joseph, a 
baby Jesus, some barnyard animals, a few shepherds, three kings or wise men, and a star.  
Some programs lean toward a fantastical spectacle by incorporating secular personalities, 
such as Santa Claus or a troupe of mummers, while others are fashioned around the 
sacred hymns and scripture passages associated with Lessons and Carols services.  
Rarely do these theatrical events highlight dance or poetry from non-European dialects 
and/or idioms nor do they frequently rely on music and instrumentation from outside the 
Western tradition. While typical persons attending, participating in, or directing one of 
these standard winter holiday shows would be unlikely to describe themselves as racially 
intolerant, few would expect to see a non-White Mary, Joseph, or baby Jesus.  In short, 
few American Christmas productions are sites that celebrate racial pride or encourage 
equity for African Americans.  Langston Hughes’ Black Nativity, a musical play that 
relies on melodies and instrumentation from outside the Western tradition and that 
highlights poetry and dance from non-European dialects, breaks traditional holiday 
programs’ barriers as well as others not yet discussed. 
 Black Nativity, a musical play narrating the birth of Christ and that engages an 
African American aesthetic paradigm, premiered in New York in 1961.36  The show ran 
both on and off Broadway and continues to be performed throughout the USA.37  Unlike 
most Broadway musicals, Black Nativity employs an entirely Black cast.  Hughes’ 
libretto includes both traditional African American spirituals as well as music composed 
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originally for the show.  Poetry, dance, vocal styles, and costumes are all contextualized 
by the African and African American experience. 
 Regarding descriptive, conceptual, and contextual parameters circumscribing 
racial pride and equity, this discussion does not limit access to and/or demonstration of 
these attributes to outward behaviors or financial gain; rather racial pride and equity for 
African Americans are considered in terms of the opportunities they afforded the Black 
community.  A summary of these findings, presented in concert with results identifying 
related roles Lewis and the ELSFA/NCAAA played in engendering racial pride and 
equity through the Playhouse in the Park, the ELSFA-MCI Norfolk collaboration, and the 
other ELSFA/NCAAA projects researched for this study, is discussed in Appendix 3: 
Elma Lewis’ Projects & Racial Pride and Equity. 
Black Nativity and Racial Pride.  Three key facets of Lewis’ and the ELSFA’s 
use of Black Nativity performances identify the work as a tool buttressing racial pride.  
Specifically, attention (below) is directed at artistic content areas in the genre of 
musicals, storytelling devices used in this work, and opportunities for performers and 
audience members interacting with Black Nativity.  Importantly, Elma Lewis and 
Langston Hughes were contemporary African American artists who shared similar 
political views regarding the roles of and relationships between the arts and Blacks.38  A 
parallel discussion of Black Nativity in the context of equity for African Americans will 
highlight these shared views. 
 Langston Hughes (1902–1967), a celebrated African American literary figure, 
																																								 																				
38. Locke, The New Negro. 
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fashioned the Black Nativity libretto from his original writings combined with traditional 
literature and features from African and African American expressive styles.39  While the 
musical’s construction employs elements and devices typically present in American 
musical theater (songs, poetry, dance, costumes, etc.), Hughes brings to the fore an 
authentically African American cadre of components.  For example, musical numbers in 
the show draw heavily from the African American spiritual canon, including the 
traditional songs Go Tell It On The Mountain and Mary, Mary What You Gonna’ Name.  
Call and response, a device common to Africa descended peoples’ artistry, appears in 
choral, dance, and spoken numbers throughout the show. Choreography inspired by 
traditional African dance in Lewis and the NCAAA’s production mingles with that of 
mid-twentieth century African American masters, permeating all aspects of movement 
and dance throughout the show.  Costumes, lighting, and sets underscore Africa-
descended peoples’ artistry through their minimalist nature, focusing the audience’s 
attention on the show’s content.40 
 Similar to Black Nativity’s solemn declaration of pride in all aspects of Black 
artistry through its use of African and African American elements and devices, the show 
celebrates racial pride as it retells the traditional Christmas story in a decidedly African 
American voice.   The strategic positioning of spoken passages employing stylized 
African American dialect alongside emotionally charged choral, small ensemble, and solo 
																																								 																				
39. WGBH Educational Foundation, Black Nativity.  
40. In addition to studying archival primary sources, I supplemented my research 
by personally attending a Black Nativity performance in December 2013. 
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numbers provides a subtext affirming Black expression and asserting its beauty.41  Mary 
and Joseph’s virtuosic choreography in the NCAAA’s production continues to serve as a 
testimonial proclaiming the beauty of the Black body and Black movement.42  Further, 
Mary’s ‘birthing’ of an actual, breathing baby Jesus on stage as the final flourish of her 
cadenza emphatically punctuates Hughes’, Lewis’, and many others’ pride in the Black 
family and African American art.43 
 As an art piece, Black Nativity stands as a monument of racial pride.  Its existence 
creates rich, unique, and affirming opportunities for both performers and audiences.  The 
work affords members of the cast – singers, instrumentalists, dancers, and actors – the 
opportunity to collaborate with an all-Black cast and to re-create a work by a celebrated 
African American icon.  Said another way, rather than Black performers’ typical 
professional environment that frequently requires them to subjugate culturally relevant 
behaviors,44 participation in the cast of Black Nativity affirms and exalts knowledge sets, 
perspectives, and ways of being associated with typical African American experiences.45  
																																								 																				
41. Zora Neal Hurston, "Characteristics of Negro Expression." In Folklore, 
Memoirs, and Other Writings, by Zora Neal Hurston, 830–846. New York, NY: Literary 
Classics, 1995; Wilson, The Heterogeneous Sound Ideal. 
42. McKinney, Rereading Space. 
43. WGBH. Say Brother. WGBH Archives. 2001. 
http://main.wgbh.org/saybrother/ (accessed February 24, 2015). 
44. For a more in-depth discussion of relationships between culturally meaningful 
movement and music see Mantle Hood’s The Challenge of ‘Bi-Musicality’ and Kyra 
Gaunt’s “The Two O’Clock Vibe”: Embodying the Jam of Musical Blackness In and Out 
of Its Everyday Context; Mantle Hood, "The Challenge of ‘Bi-Musicality’." 
Ethnomusicology (University of Illinois Press) 4, no. 2 (May 1960): 55–59; Kyra D. 
Gaunt, " ‘The Two O'Clock Vibe’: Embodying the Jam of Musical Blackness In and Out 
of Its Everyday Context." The Musical Quarterly (Oxford University Press) 86, no. 3 
(Autumn 2002): 372–397. 
45. Floyd, The Power of Black Music; Kyra D. Gaunt, "Translating Double-Dutch 
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In a similar way, African American audience members are also affirmed when 
experiencing an all-Black cast whose characters exalt the humanity of Black men, 
women, and children.  Black audience members also have the opportunity to experience 
being ‘normal’ on account of the show’s nurturing of audience participation in culturally 
appropriate behaviors and responses.46 
Black Nativity and Racial Equity.  Just as Black Nativity stood – and continues 
to stand – as a beacon radiating African American pride, the work commands racial 
equity and demands justice for its performers and audiences. African Americans have 
contributed many noteworthy works to the musical theater canon.47  Black Nativity, one 
work receiving annual performances, stands as a highly visible marker, giving it the dual 
responsibility of persisting as an independent work and heralding the relevance of 
African American musical theater to audiences, performers, directors, and producers.  
Plainly put, the NCAAA’s annual live presentation of the work offers Boston audiences 
the opportunity to balance European dominant programming with a professional-level 
performance of an African American librettist’s work in a professional venue frequented 
																																								 																																							 																																							 																																							 																				
to Hip-Hop: The Musical Vernacular of Black Girls' Play." In That's the Joint!: The Hip-
Hop Studies Reader, edited by Murray Forman and Mark Anthony Neal, 251–263. New 
York, NY: Routledge, 2004. 
46. Floyd, The Power of Black Music; Teresa J. Guess, "The Social Construction 
of Whiteness: Racism by Intent, Racism by Consequence." Critical Sociology 
(Koninklijke Brill NV) 32, no. 4 (2006): 649–673. 
47. Beyond the noted playwrights – James Baldwin, Lorainne Hansberry, August 
Wilson, and many others – African Americans have a celebrated body of musical theater, 
including: Scott Joplin’s Treemonisha, Eubie Blake and Noble Sissle’s Shuffle Along, 
Anthony Davis’s opera X: the Life and Times of Malcolm X, oratorios by Nathaniel Dett, 
and works produced by New York’s Opera Ebony; Floyd, The Power of Black Music; 
Rosalyn M. Story, And So I Sing: African American Divas of Opera and Concert. New 
York, NY: Amistad Press, Inc., 1993. 
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by theatergoers of all races.  Moreover, Black Nativity requires Africa-descended 
performers – actors and actresses, vocalists, instrumentalists, and dancers – to champion 
non-stereotypical roles that affirm themselves personally, their culture, their culture’s 
expressive paradigm, and the humanity of Africa-descended peoples.48 
Lewis’ and the NCAAA’s annual presentation of Black Nativity affords Africa-
descended artists the opportunity to authentically perform a classic story as related by an 
African American literary giant and for Black-infused audiences.  In a similar manner, 
Lewis’ choice of Hughes’ work stands as an example of Black art that is evaluated and 
elevated on Black terms.49 
																																								 																				
48. The Museum of the NCAAA, NCAAA. August 28, 2013. 
www.ncaaa.org/ncaaa.html (accessed August 28, 2013); ELSFA History 1992 (M 43). 
49. The Museum of the NCAAA, NCAAA.  
  
108 
Figure 9. Black Nativity, Racial Pride, & Equity. 
 
A Black Nativity flyer from the 2013 production 
The ELSFA-MCI Norfolk Collaboration 
At the height of the Black Power movement and on the precipice of Boston’s 
racially charged bussing crisis Elma Lewis created a technical theater training program 
addressing the needs of African American men incarcerated at the Massachusetts 
Correctional Institution in Norfolk, MA (MCI Norfolk).  The program was sanctioned 
through Massachusetts General Law (M.G.L. Chapter 71C: School Districts for 
Designated Purposes) and set the legal groundwork necessary for establishing a 
Department of Corrections School District.  Lewis’ program provided vocational training 
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in which the goal of the program was “to develop skills necessary to present a first-class 
theatrical production requiring expert scenery, lighting, sound, special effects, and 
management.”50  The program was both job training and arts education as it “specifically 
centered around the job categories of stage manager, stage carpenter, stage electrician, 
property man, sound technician and flyman” and offered courses in “technical theater, 
art, dance (modern and primitive), music theory, guitar, trumpet, drums, and 
instrumentation and orchestration.”51  The program implemented a combination of 
traditional and authentic assessments: “As part of the training, theatrical productions, 
written and staged by program participants, are presented.”52  According to a 
Massachusetts Department of Corrections monthly newsletter from 1971, the State of 
Massachusetts demonstrated commitment to the project noting that “The Elma Lewis 
Technical Theater Training Program (Project No.: 70-61) received $26,865.00 in federal 
funds.”53 
The program provided a multi-pronged, comprehensive approach to addressing 
the needs of the interned men.  Participants in the program engaged in a weekly schedule 
of rigorous courses on Monday, Wednesday, and Friday afternoons (1:00–3:30 pm) and 
Saturday mornings (9:00–11:30 am) as follows:54 
 
																																								 																				
50. MCI Norfolk – Program Description (M 43). 
51. Ibid. 
52. Ibid. 
53. "MCI Norfolk Prison Theater Program – Chaplain's Office 1982–83." Elma 
Lewis School of Fine Arts records. (M43). Boston, MA: University Library Archives and 
Special Collections Department, Northeastern University, Box 13, folder 6. 
54. MCI Norfolk – Program Description (M 43). 
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Table 1. ELSFA/MCI Norfolk Schedule of Courses. 
Day of the week Course(s) taught 
Mondays 
(1:00–3:30 pm) 
• Music theory 
• African heritage (including lessons in African drumming) 
• Primitive dance 








• Black studies 







• Wind instruments 
 
Instructors for the program included master artist-teachers from the NCAAA who 
also taught on the ELSFA faculty.55  Elma Lewis and program instructors strategically 
integrated themselves into the MCI Norfolk community through contribution of articles 
to The Colony, MCI Norfolk’s newspaper, participation in the Institution’s graduation 
program, and submissions to the Massachusetts Department of Corrections monthly 
newsletter.56  In addition to receiving job training, program participants composed, 
directed, and performed several fully staged original musicals – all to critical acclaim – 
and produced a commercially published anthology of original poetry, essays, stories, 
																																								 																				
55. ELSFA History (1992) (M 43). 
56. "MCI Norfolk Prison Theater Program—Massachusetts Department of 
Correction Newsletter 1971." Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts records. (M 43). Boston, 
MA: University Library Archives and Special Collections Department, Northeastern 
University, Box 13, folder 20. 
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plays, and autobiographical sketches, all punctuated by the men’s original artwork.57 
 Lewis’ pedagogy, employing a comprehensive and multidisciplinary approach to 
arts education, simultaneously gave program participants high quality arts training and 
job skills.  Her methods girded these tools with deliberate channels for the men to 
develop and demonstrate their individual and collective senses of racial pride.  
Additionally, her model created contexts for demanding and asserting equity for African 
Americans.58 
The ELSFA-MCI Norfolk Collaboration and Racial Pride.  I submit that 
Elma Lewis was aware of this country’s use of the criminal justice system as a tool for 
creating and expanding a permanent underclass caste.59  While an extensive discussion of 
mass incarceration of African American men and social control is beyond the scope of 
this study, the journey (below) exploring Lewis’ application of arts education as a remedy 
to one of America’s great injuries situates her work at the nexus of arts education, 
community activism, and Black pride. 
Artistic engagement with incarcerated persons is neither a new trend nor an 
activity unique to the Boston area.60  Expanding this tradition, Elma Lewis and her 
																																								 																				
57. MCI Norfolk Newsletter, (M 43); Norfolk Prison Brothers, Who Took the 
Weight. 
58. ELSFA History (1992) (M 43). 
59. Echoing sentiments permeating Elma Lewis’ notes, Michelle Alexander 
asserted “mass incarceration in the United States had, in fact, emerged as a stunningly 
comprehensive and well-disguised system of racialized social control that functions in a 
manner strikingly similar to Jim Crow.”; Michelle Alexander, The New Jim Crow: Mass 
Incarceration in the Age of Colorblindness. Revised Edition. New York, NY: The New 
Press, 2011. 
60. Charles Spear, ed., Voices from Prison: Being a Selection of Poetry from 
Various Prisoners, Written Within the Cell, by Various Prisoners. Third edition. Boston, 
  
112 
School of Fine Arts were committed to developing, expressing, and celebrating racial 
pride with African American incarcerated men at the Massachusetts Correctional Institute 
at Norfolk in the early 1970s.  Lewis demonstrated racial pride as a function of the 
program’s design, courses taught, and art produced. 
 Unique in many ways, the ELSFA-MCI Norfolk project was the fruition of a 
conversation between Elma Lewis and MCI Norfolk incarcerated men.  Lewis noted that 
the impetus for the program “resulted from an initial request… by the men interned at 
Norfolk for a program in the arts.”61  Simply put, the men were aware of Lewis’ 
reputation and commitment to Black art, the Black community, and racial pride for 
African Americans.  Her legacy of celebrating Black art while simultaneously fighting 
for the African American community were well known throughout the Black community 
and beyond through projects such as the ELSFA, Playhouse in the Park, Black Nativity, 
and her involvement in Boston’s desegregation of the public schools.62  Lewis’ initial 34-
page, highly detailed proposal for a three-year technical theater program outlined a 
course of study that focused on fine and applied art in an African and African American 
context.63 
 Offering an understated-yet-nuanced description of the program’s design and 
courses taught, Lewis noted that “(a)ll of the teachers are recognized professionals in 
their field from the staff of the Elma Lewis School.”64  Lewis, celebrating the art and 
																																								 																																							 																																							 																																							 																				
MA: BiblioBazaar, 2010. 
61. MCI Norfolk – Program Description (M 43). 
62. ELSFA History (1992) (M 43); King, Chain of Change. 




artistry of Africa-descended peoples, would have nothing and no one but the best for all 
of her students, including the incarcerated men at MCI Norfolk.  Topics studied in the 
ELSFA-MCI Norfolk program further bound Lewis and the ELSFA’s commitment to 
racial pride and excellent training.  For example, explicitly named courses, including 
African Heritage – a class that included African drumming taught by the acclaimed 
Nigerian drummer Babatundi Olatunji, primitive dance, taught by the renowned Billy 
Wilson, and Black studies engaged the men via model teaching and learning in the fine 
arts.  Additionally, the courses were delivered through the distinctive and historically 
relevant lens of Africa-descended peoples’ racial pride. 
 Performances of original musicals and collections of other artworks produced as a 
generative byproduct of the ELSFA-MCI Norfolk program also paid homage to racial 
pride.  ELSFA-MCI Norfolk students’ performances were structured such that they 
exploited the notion of authentic assessment in addition to framing learning in the arts 
and learning through the arts in a culturally relevant context.65  The men collectively 
conceived, created, and produced a new musical in each year of the program.  The 
students chose topics that were relevant to them, developed, built, and rehearsed every 
aspect of the script, sets, movement, costumes and lighting, and presented critically 
acclaimed performances.66  As the broad topic of race was omnipresent in the men’s lives 
its manifestation in each musical was invoked by the unique voice of incarcerated 
																																								 																				




African American men, transformed into twentieth century jelis67, and charged with 
being the repositories of a new African American knowledge.68  Names of shows, such as 
Blackrhythms and Cadillac Alley, referred to paradigms, places, and more and carried an 
overt and/or covert subtext of race understood by the men and their audience.69 
 In addition to composing and performing four full-length annual musicals, pupils 
in the ELSFA-MCI Norfolk program studied instruments and music theory, wrote music, 
poetry, prose, and dance sequences, and created visual art in a variety of media.  Some of 
this creativity was brought to the attention of editors at Little Brown and Co. who, owing 
to the high quality of the men’s work, sought to publish a collection.70  This 
groundbreaking work, a flowering of racial pride guided by model teaching and 
committed students, expanded the discourse on race.  It included the incarcerated men’s 
artistic voices as prepared for publication by associate editor William D. Phillips.  
Regarding the overall impact of the volume, Phillips wrote Lewis saying “It gives a very 
unconventional and ultimately hopeful view of Black men in prison.”71 
																																								 																				
67. I prefer to use the term jeli – a royal advisor/musician/story teller – to the term 
griot on account of the former term’s genesis in indigenous West African culture and the 
latter term’s derivation from French colonialists; Dorothea E. Schulz, "Music Videos and 
the Effeminate Vices of Urban Culture in Mali." Africa: Journal of the International 
African Institute (Cambridge University Press) 71, no. 3 (2001): 345–372. 
68. Floyd, The Power of Black Music. 
69. For example, Cadillac Alley is a direct reference to a location near Dudley 
Square in Boston’s Roxbury neighborhood; Norfolk Prison Brothers, Who Took the 
Weight. 
70. "MCI Norfolk Prison Theater Program—Norfolk Prison Anthology." Elma 
Lewis School of Fine Arts records. (M 43). Boston, MA: University Library Archives 
and Special Collections Department, Northeastern University, Box 13, folder 22. 
71. MCI Norfolk Newsletter (M 43). 
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The ELSFA-MCI Norfolk Collaboration and Racial Equity.  Perhaps the 
greatest legacy of the ELSFA-MCI Norfolk project lies in its work as a tool for achieving 
equity for the program’s African American men.  Like contemporary legal and music 
education approaches to parity for incarcerated Black men,72 Lewis’ project championed 
justice in three primary ways.  It carved out a legislated context for technical theater 
training as workforce development.  The program design served to empower participants 
from multiple perspectives and on multiple levels; and the program demanded new 
relationships between its students and the external community beyond the criminal justice 
system.73  I expand these assertions and contextualize them through the work of the 
project and its collaborators (below). 
 The notion of arts programs for prisoners was far from new and incarcerated 
individuals had had opportunities to study for the GED exam, take college courses, and 
the like.  Elma Lewis, however, through her School of Fine Arts, used available legal 
structures to designate MCI Norfolk as a school district for which the ELSFA would 
contract to provide a program combining arts education and workplace readiness. The 
combination of the ELSFA’s reputation for excellence and the project’s legal designation 
supported an unprecedented collaboration that demanded equity for the program’s 
participants. 
																																								 																				
72. Bryan Stevenson, Just Mercy: A Story of Justice and Redemption. New York, 
NY: Spiegel & Grau, 2015; Alexander, The New Jim Crow; de Quadros, Andre. "Case 
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Ever conscious of the financial, artistic, and spiritual plight of Africa-descended 
peoples in American institutions, Lewis was very deliberate in choosing a technical 
theater training model for the ELSFA-MCI Norfolk project.  Focusing on the 
participants’ anticipated financial situations upon re-entry to mainstream society, she 
articulated her concerns in a description of the program: “We felt that a program leading 
to employable skills for the men upon their release was in fact more viable than one of a 
recreational nature.  The Technical Theater Training Program has many objectives that 
will develop skills of expertise in technical theater.  Skills necessary to mount a first class 
production requiring expert scenery, lighting, sound, special effects, and management 
will start inmates toward gainful employment when they have been released.”74 
Moving beyond the project’s legal impetus and its raison d’être, the design of the 
ELSFA-MCI Norfolk project stood as yet another model of Lewis’ demand for equity.  
Like similar facilities, inmates interned at MCI Norfolk had the opportunity to take a 
variety of courses.  ELSFA courses, however, were grounded in the knowledge, skills, 
and practices of Africans and African Americans in terms of both course content and 
teaching methods.  Master African American artist-educators taught these courses in a 
manner relevant to the Black participants. 
The ELSFA-MCI Norfolk project’s internal structure also served to exhort equity 
for participants beyond the intricacies of the venture's student-teacher relationships.  
Specifically, the project demanded accountability while offering authority and respect to 
all participants willing and able to comply with its requirements.  Leadership roles, 
																																								 																				
74. MCI Norfolk – Program Description (M 43). 
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expectations, limits, and privileges within the project’s organizational structure were 
identified and defined as follows: “I. Directors – Two inmates will serve as Co-Directors 
of the Elma Lewis Program.  They will be the over-all coordinators of all sections of the 
program.”75  The organizational structure also provided that “(T)he Director(s) will be 
chosen by the out-going Director(s), subject to the approval of the Inmate Coordinators.  
He will remain in office for the length of his stay at the Institution, unless he resigns.”76  
Finally, the organizational structure called for five Inmate Section Coordinators.  These 
were the point-people for the art, dance, theater, and music portions of the program (the 
music section called for two Inmate Section Coordinators).  In short, the program echoed 
aspects of Garvey’s UNIA and was designed with built-in supports and opportunities for 
the men to model and practice responsibility and leadership. 
The ELSFA-MCI Norfolk project engaged the notion of equity for its African 
American participants through its insistence on re-defining relationships between its 
incarcerated men and individuals and groups outside the criminal justice system.77  The 
detained men’s professional-level musicals drew several requests from television stations 
and newspapers to cover the dress rehearsals; several state-level and local elected 
officials unable to attend the men’s performances sent letters of regret, and guest lists for 
performances were sometimes several pages long.  Inmates signed photo releases for 
publicity purposes and the Boston Globe, the Christian Science Monitor, and the Bay 
																																								 																				
75. "MCI Norfolk Prison Theater Program—Organizational Structure." Elma 
Lewis School of Fine Arts records. (M 43). Boston, MA: University Library Archives 
and Special Collections Department, Northeastern University, Box 13, folder 24. 
76. MCI Norfolk – Organizational Structure (M 43). 
77. MCI Norfolk – Program Description (M 43). 
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State Banner printed generous reviews of the musicals.78 
Publication of Who Took The Weight? Black Voices from Norfolk Prison.79 
redefined popular views of African American incarcerated men.  Unlike widely held 
and/or mediated perceptions about Blacks, African American men, and incarcerated 
Black men, writings in Who Took The Weight came directly from Black men serving time 
and expressed their sense of self on their own terms.  Associate editor William D. Phillips 
at Little Brown and Co. Publishers wrote Elma Lewis saying “As I mentioned on the 
phone, we are very much interested in the Norfolk Prison Anthology.  So much of the 
work, particularly the poetry, has a powerful and immediate impact.”80 
Figure 10. The ELSFA/MCI Norfolk Project, Racial Pride, & Equity.81 
 
Photograph of an incarcerated participant in the ELSFA/MCI Norfolk Project. 
 
																																								 																				
78. MCI Norfolk Prison Theater Program—Massachusetts Department of 
Correction Newsletter 1971 (M43). 
79. Norfolk Prison Brothers, Who Took the Weight? 
80. MCI Norfolk – Prison Anthology (M 43). 
81. "ELSFA-MCI Participant working with Professional Lighting." National 
Center of Afro-American Artists. (M 42). Boston, MA: University Library Archives and 
Special Collections Department, Northeastern University, Box 23, folder 7. 
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Additional ELSFA/NCAAA Projects 
Elma Lewis and her School of Fine Arts launched many, many projects that 
incubated and invoked racial pride and equity for African Americans.82  As noted 
previously, projects discussed above were chosen on account of the activities being 
robust examples of the ELSFA’s and NCAAA’s role in fostering racial pride and equity 
for African Americans.  The projects accomplished this mission through a dynamic 
relationship with the institutions’ students/participants as well as between the 
students/participants and the public.  Each of these projects engaged all departments of 
the institutions, creating complexity while maintaining harmony.  One would be hard 
pressed to find an ELSFA project that didn’t further the causes of racial pride and equity 
for African Americans. 
As a balance to the multifaceted nature of undertakings such as the Playhouse in 
the Park, Black Nativity, and the ELSFA-MCI Norfolk projects, I focus on three 
ELSFA/NCAAA projects whose cores were centered in arts education and whose scopes 
were limited to one discrete art form.  These examples illustrate Elma Lewis’ 
commitment to all students – higher education, suburban children and their teachers, and 
students attending her school during out-of-school hours.  The ELSFA/ NCAAA’s 
partnership with the Massachusetts College of Art and Design (MassArt), creation and 
advancement of the Mobile Museum, and collaboration with artist-in-residence Nora 
Bostaph highlight the artistic breadth and nimbleness of the institutions.  These 
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records. (M 43). Boston, MA: University Library Archives and Special Collections 
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discipline-focused arts education projects might be best contextualized by the 
institutions’ têtê-à-têtê with racial pride and equity.   
The ELSFA/MassArt Partnership.  Through a unique public-private 
partnership, students enrolled at the Massachusetts College of Art and Design (a public 
college specializing in the visual arts) were permitted to take selected courses for college 
credit at the ELSFA.83  This arrangement, which lasted from the late 1960s through the 
mid 1970s, expanded the College’s offerings, both programmatically and culturally, and 
broadened the ELSFA’s student base.  Concerning racial pride, the ELSFA/MassArt 
project provided students the opportunity to formally study, practice, and create culturally 
expressive pieces in a variety of media and from a variety of Africa-descended traditions.  
Students received instruction from African American ELSFA master artists.  Viewing the 
project through the lens of equity for African Americans, the project created an 
opportunity for students – both Blacks and non-Blacks – to experience an Africa-
descended artistic paradigm and to learn, first hand, from African American masters.  
Further, Elma Lewis and the NCAAA cultivated a highly supportive bond with 
MassArt’s African American student group, the Black Artists Union (BAU).84  The 
NCAAA and Museum of the NCAAA nurtured and created exhibition opportunities for 
BAU members, connected students with community events and opportunities, and 
mentored the aspiring students. 
																																								 																				
83. "MassArt Exchange Program." Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts records. (M 
43). Boston, MA: University Library Archives and Special Collections Department, 
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84. Baynes, interview by Sonya White Hope; Goodnight, interview by Sonya 
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The Mobile Museum.  Just as Elma Lewis sought to exchange the deteriorated, 
abandoned public space Franklin Park had become for her vibrant and popular Playhouse 
in the Park, Lewis and the Museum of the National Center of Afro-American Artists 
(MNCAAA) leveraged their resources, providing children and their teachers in the 
greater Boston area opportunities to access the art of Africa-descended peoples.85  Lewis 
was aware that suburban school systems were trying to include topics relating to the 
African continent and its peoples in their curricula.86  She was also aware that neither the 
mostly European American teachers nor their school systems had adequate resources or 
primary sources to implement the school systems’ goals.87  This was the context in which 
the Mobile Museum was born. 
 The MNCAAA’s Mobile Museum was precisely what its name suggests.  Lewis 
and the MNCAAA transformed a tractor-trailer truck into a rolling art gallery exhibiting 
several thematic shows of Africa-descended painters, sculptors, and other visual artists.  
In terms of racial pride for African Americans, the Mobile Museum’s visits to suburban 
schools provided racially affirming experiences for the modest Black student population 
residing in the collaborating communities as well as similar support for students bussed 
from the city to these suburban schools.  Of parallel importance was the density of 
African American role models and mentors – steeped in artistic and educational content – 
the Mobile Museum provided to its participating schools.  In terms of equity for African 
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Americans, the project underscored the notion that all world cultures produce high 
quality art.  The Mobile Museum further articulated this concept by providing multiple 
shows highlighting many artists and styles working in a variety of media.  The schools 
and communities engaged with the project received an authentic introduction to the art of 
Africa-descended people and high quality art by Africa-descended peoples.   
Artist in Residence: Nora Bostaph.  The African American coloratura, Nora 
Bostaph, collaborated with the ELSFA through a Massachusetts Cultural Counsel (MCC) 
Artist-in-Residence grant in the early 1980s.88  As an established recitalist and opera 
singer,89 Bostaph inspired ELSFA students in choral and musicianship classes.  She also 
produced the musical Joseph and his Technicolor Dreamcoat with youngsters enrolled at 
Lewis’ school.  Bostaph mentored ELSFA students, instilled pride in their race, and stood 
as a role model for children and families alike.  Working with Bostaph, a highly trained 
artist whose pedagogy employed authentic, culturally relevant literature, styles, and 
methods offered an equitable counter-text to popular notions of African Americans’ 
artistry and achievement for ELSFA youth. 
Summary 
At the outset it should be noted that overt demonstrations of Black pride and 
articulated demands that would result in parity for African Americans were – and remain 
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– not only countercultural but also potentially dangerous undertakings.90  Remedies borne 
of Blacks’ self-reliance and self-determination have yielded creative and effective models 
that attend to African Americans’ unique and often disproportionately unbalanced 
situations.91  In this context the work of Elma Lewis and her School of Fine Arts can be 
categorized with that of contemporary revolutionaries in the arts and beyond.92 
The fortitude of the projects discussed above (Playhouse in the Park, Black 
Nativity, the MCI Norfolk collaboration, the MassArt partnership, the Mobile Museum, 
and the Nora Bostaph residency) was fueled by opportunities each undertaking brought to 
and created among its unique matrix of participants and/or students, performers, 
audience(s), art works, and mentors.  Operating as groundbreaking sites in which racial 
pride and equity for African Americans demonstrated an alternate, viable, and inclusive 
paradigm, major findings for each project are outlined in Appendix 3: Elma Lewis’ 
Projects and Racial Pride & Equity.  Racial pride and equity were often so intermingled 
in the context of Elma Lewis and her institutions’ projects that it is frequently difficult to 
separate one from the other.  Simply put, in the context of these projects African 
Americans’ racial pride was equity and equity for African Americans was racial pride. 
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91. Examples of African Americans’ resolve to define themselves can be seen in 
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IV. SUMMARY, IMPLICATIONS, AND RECOMMENDATIONS 
 Elma Lewis’ legacy challenges all who engage with arts education to genuinely 
celebrate and develop artistic mastery grounded in self-knowledge and her vision 
demands arts educators claim ownership of our communities and our linked destinies.  
This study of Elma Lewis’ philosophy and use of the arts to achieve racial pride and 
equity for African Americans revealed implications for a broad conception of arts 
education and a focused model of arts learning in the context of African Americans.  In 
the following discussion I advance Elma Lewis’ philosophy as a model of arts education-
as-cultural-emancipation (AECE) and identify it as a possible prototype for Culturally 
Relevant Arts Education (CRAE) fused with African-centered pedagogy.  I conclude with 
recommendations for further research. 
 Elma Lewis’ vision was like a pas de deux whose partners, racial pride and equity 
for Africa-descended peoples, dipped and turned through a choreography of excellence, 
hard work, and community activism.  Following Lewis’ lead, I graft disparate findings 
from previous chapters in this study into an interconnected model of Lewis’ values and 
work.  The resultant counterpoint reveals Lewis’ views in light of Garveyite and other 
New Negro philosophies.  Lewis’ goals in employing arts education emerge as a richly 
nuanced tool for the embodiment of racial pride and equity for Africa-descended peoples.  
Distinctions between Lewis’ and Garvey’s paradigms reveal under-discussed 




Lewis’ Philosophy and Garveyism 
 Elma Lewis’ views, shaped in the expansive wake of early twentieth century 
revolutionary Black philosophy, were both grounded in yet distinct from Garveyism.  In 
fact, Lewis contextualized her Garvey-ite experience when she recalled her earliest 
memory, a poetry recitation she gave as a three-year-old at a Universal Negro 
Improvement Association (UNIA) meeting in her family’s church in Boston 
  Garveyism, a philosophy of self-reliance and self-determination contextualized by Pan-
Africanism and unity, had won the hearts and minds of Africa-descended peoples 
worldwide by Lewis’ birth, and had influenced her West Indian immigrant community 
and her Barbadian father.1  Participation in her family’s local chapter of the UNIA 
offered the young Lewis guidance, artistic and social opportunities, and a supportive 
community.2 
 As referenced above, Garvey’s perspective was only one voice concerned with the 
situation of African Americans (and Africa descended peoples worldwide) in the vast 
conversations between early twentieth century Black philosophers.  It is likely that Lewis 
was aware of (and possibly somewhat influenced by) these paradigms, given her father’s 
inclination toward political activism.3  The work and philosophies of Booker T. 
Washington and W.E.B. Du Bois were discussed to provide context and contrast to 
Garvey’s vision and endeavors.  Similarities between the philosophies discussed 
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underscored Black opposition to the legislated racially oppressive context under which 
African Americans were forced to live as well as their demands for civil rights.  
Differences between the philosophers highlighted the approach to race relations advised 
by each leader as well as the role(s) of European Americans permitted within each 
leader’s philosophy and organization.4 
 Lewis’ overall political stance, while harmonious with most 20th century Black 
leaders’ race relations attitudes	resonated distinctly with Garvey’s notion of Pan-
Africanism.5  While Elma Lewis’ acceptance of philanthropic European Americans’ 
financial resources, for example, may suggest a philosophy more aligned with that of 
Booker T. Washington, closer examination re-aligns Lewis’ decisions with Garvey’s 
view.  She was pragmatic about her School’s financial needs; however, her concerns 
were always focused on her students and her community first and foremost, with funders’ 
demands contextualized by her priorities rather than her priorities contextualized by 
funders’ preferences.6  Lewis’ Histories bear witness to her awareness of arts schools’ 
need for financial resources and political support.7  Lewis wrote “up to June 1966… the 
Elma Lewis School was totally supported by the Black Community and had received no 
money from any portion of the white community.”8  However, when asked “What Do 
You Think Our Short And Long Range Goals Should Be?” in Mel King’s Chain of 
																																								 																				
4. Martin, Race First; D.L. Lewis, W.E.B. DuBois; Schraff, Booker T. 
Washington. 
5. Interviews, Speaking Engagements and Writings (M 38). 
6. For examples of Lewis’ prioritizing the needs of her students and community, 
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Speaking Engagements and Writings (M 38). 
7. ELSFA Histories (M 43). 
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Change: Struggles for Black Community Development Lewis responded “you cannot live 
on barter if the rest of the system is living on capitalism.”9  And, noting American’s 
apparent preference for supporting institutions in their communities when both the 
philanthropic/business community’s and institutions’ clientele share similar ethnicities, 
Lewis continued “(I)f in fact somebody else owns Roxbury and I try to conduct a 
supportive institution here I cannot…”10  Lewis’ collaboration with Eli Goldston and his 
fellow Jewish American benefactors to purchase her School’s final home, although 
complicated by a few community members, ultimately proved beneficial to many.11  
Finally, while Lewis did accept Ford, Rockefeller, and other funding in the 1970s in a 
manner reminiscent of DuBois’s collaboration with European Americans in forming the 
NAACP, Elma Lewis noted “(M)ost of the things we did were unfunded and we funded 
them ourselves.”12 
 Similar to the alignment one might mistakenly draw between Lewis’ philosophy 
and that of Washington, immersing her students in study of classical ballet, Western 
classical music, and other art forms from the Western canon did not serve as a wedge 
separating Lewis’ paradigm from Garveyism; nor did it serve as a bond connecting her 
work with that of Du Bois.  Lewis, deliberate in teaching Western classical forms, sought 
to teach art as “the stuff of life” rather than art as an ‘abstraction.’13  Far from mimicking 
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European aesthetic values, Lewis taught ballet “as a means of understanding the 
possibilities of one’s body.”  She added “You learn all about your body and how to make 
it the best possible instrument.  Then we move from the body to the mind.”14 
 Garveyism demonstrated that a philosophical and organizational whole could be 
composed from the integration of many parts.  In a similar way Lewis’ vision for her 
School of Fine Arts and National Center assembled many seemingly discrete elements 
into an organized whole.  Political elements of Garvey’s UNIA functioned side-by-side 
with entrepreneurial elements;15 likewise, Lewis integrated the work of her institutions 
(the ELSFA, NCAAA, and MNCAAA) to create opportunities at all levels and for all 
involved.  In other words, the NCAAA and Museum of the NCAAA, institutions 
primarily responsible to established and emerging artistic masters, provided training for 
students at the ELSFA.  They also provided a context for artist-to-artist sharing, critique, 
inspiration, and related activities.  The ELSFA, an institution primarily responsible to 
beginning and continuing students, provided learners from many varied contexts.  
Student perspectives included those of neighborhood children, cross-registered 
MassArt/ELSFA college students, participants in the ELSFA-MCI Norfolk technical 
theater training project, Boston area arts educators engaging in professional development 
workshops and classes, and others.  Typical learning at Lewis’ School of Fine Arts 
included opportunities for content-rich experiences with performance oriented/authentic 
assessments.  Tutelage from faculty and peers as well as opportunities for mentorship 
from master pedagogue ‘living text books’ was the norm in ELSFA classes and 
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performances.16  Other aspects of Lewis’ vision that could be seen as independent 
projects and, simultaneously, as unifying elements included annual Playhouse in the Park 
and Black Nativity performances as well as the Celebrate! Fundraisers.17  Students, 
faculty, and community members associated with the ELSFA participated side-by-side in 
a variety of capacities in each and all of these projects. 
Distinctions Between Lewis’ Philosophy and Garveyism 
 Although Lewis’ philosophy was firmly rooted in Garveyism, important 
distinctions separated the two viewpoints.  In particular, Garveyism was a philosophy 
whose aim was to bring political unity to Africa-descended peoples and the nations of the 
African continent and to achieve racial freedom through developing self-reliance and 
self-determination in these same peoples.18  Conversely, Lewis’ philosophy sought 
liberation for her students through artistry that centered Black peoples’ culture and 
heritage and that countered popular and/or stereotypical views of African Americans.  
She did this through nurturing a positive and nuanced cultural identity in students, 
developing all aspects of students’ responsibility, and demanding both excellence and 
hard work in exchange for students’ high quality performances and other works of art.19 
The relationship between Elma Lewis’ philosophy and Garveyism is more akin to 
a parent-child relationship than a peer relationship, as much of the wave that would 
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become America’s Civil Rights Movement – and, by extension, Black Boston’s struggles 
for equity – found its origins in Garvey’s philosophy.20  It follows that products of Lewis’ 
philosophy – the next generation of Black art grounded in Black culture – would evolve 
from the mold of Garvey’s unifying Pan-African revolution.  The artist, according to 
Elma Lewis “has been the most potent historian, educator, and spiritual advisor, – the 
creator of the society’s most precious treasures.”21 
Elma Lewis, a trained thespian, dancer, and musician, worked through arts 
education on account of its healing power.  Lewis noted that, unlike the somewhat 
abstract approach to art found among some European descended peoples, Black peoples’ 
art must remain central to their experience, as “that’s where we must remain if we’re 
going to be whole.”22  In her Histories of the Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts, Lewis 
consistently indicated that “(a)rtistic expression was to be the means to building character 
and bringing about respect…”23  Lewis contextualized her goal of using arts education as 
a healing tool when describing the process for choosing ELSFA students “We do not 
select the children who attend the Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts.  Pupils are admitted 
on a first-come first-served basis.  While we have brought many gifted young artists to 
the professional level, our largest objective has always been to develop and strengthen the 
lives and characters of all our young.  We accomplish this by conducting classes, 
assemblies, performances, workshops and supervised activities which develop ethics, and 
morality, self-discipline, self-confidence, self-reliance, positive self image, responsibility, 
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taste, aesthetic sensitivity, artistic productivity, and accomplishment.”24 
Arts Education: Collaborations for Achieving Racial Pride, Equity, and More 
Elma Lewis’ use of arts education to embody racial pride and equity for Africa-
descended peoples transformed her philosophy into action.  Projects undertaken by 
Lewis, her school, and the National Center nurtured racial pride and supported the quest 
for equity among Black Bostonians in a variety of overlapping ways.  My research 
focused on three major projects, the Elma Lewis Playhouse in the Park, the NCAAA’s 
annual productions of Black Nativity, and the ELSFA-MCI Norfolk project.  Study of 
these ELSFA-NCAAA collaborations offered a nuanced opportunity for inspecting how 
individual departments within the institutions worked together to achieve high quality art 
as well as racial pride and equity for African Americans.  I also highlighted three 
examples of department-specific projects, the ELSFA/MassArt cross-registration, the 
Mobile Museum, and Nora Bostaph’s artist-in-residency.  Review of these undertakings 
demonstrated Lewis’ adeptness at merging racial pride and equity for Black Bostonians 
into artistic learning and accomplishment. 
Lewis’ facility at organizing neighbors and community leaders demonstrated both 
her skills as a community organizer and her vision as an arts educator.  She transformed 
portions of Franklin Park from a de-facto dump into the site of an outdoor summer 
community theater and concert series.  Moreover, Lewis’ influence pressed cowering 
public officials into respectful action as Boston’s Black community gained a celebrated 
performance venue.  The outcome, Playhouse in the Park, headlined acclaimed artists – 
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both established and rising stars – and celebrated a broad range of African American, 
African, and European literatures and artistic styles through an equally comprehensive 
range of theatrical, dance, and musical performances.  Africa-descended masters, 
including Duke Ellington, Odetta, Babatundi Olatunji, and Talley Beatty, inspired racial 
pride in ELSFA students and community members while simultaneously providing 
performance equity for artistic works and genres of Africa-descended peoples.25 
Elma Lewis was talented at leveraging artistry to promote celebration of Black 
culture and justice for Africa-descended performers.26  Lewis’ choice of professional 
performance venues for Black Nativity productions served as a primer demonstrating how 
the intricacies of her philosophy worked together to create a harmonious whole.  Strategic 
locations of the show provided students who might not have otherwise performed in a 
professional theater with unparalleled experience.  Audience members unaware of Black 
literary contributions, theatrical performances featuring African Americans, and/or 
African American artistry were introduced to the work of Langston Hughes as well as 
Black traditional vocal, dance, and theatrical techniques.  Professional African Americans 
starring in Black Nativity’s lead roles as well as other performers in the productions had 
the opportunity to perform a culturally affirming work in a culturally relevant context. 
Analysis of the Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts Technical Theater Training 
program at the Massachusetts Correctional Institute in Norfolk exposed yet another 
example of Lewis’ commitment to cultivating racial pride in her students and pursuing 
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equity for African Americans.  Review of the theatrical scripts, poetry, and other artistic 
entries in the men’s publication, Who Took the Weight, revealed the authors’ racial pride.  
Critical acclaim bestowed on the men’s performances from mainstream publications such 
as the Christian Science Monitor, the Boston Globe, and the Bay State Banner amplified 
the equity Lewis sought to expand for all of her students. 
Large-scale, multi-departmental projects demonstrated Elma Lewis’ consistent 
aim of developing racial pride and achieving equity for Africa-descended peoples.  In the 
same way, smaller, single-department projects also revealed Elma Lewis’ prime 
directive.  Lewis’ commitment to developing racial pride in her students and creating 
opportunities for parity for Black art and Black artists remained unshakeable.  Whether 
collaborating to support Black college students at the Massachusetts College of Art and 
Design, guiding suburban students and teachers as they learned about Africa-descended 
art through the Mobile Museum, or instructing ELSFA students in classes with artist-in-
residence Nora Bostaph Lewis’ motives and methods remained rooted in her 
philosophy.27 
The ELSFA-MassArt collaboration supported development of students’ racial 
pride and provided opportunities for equity for the College’s Black Arts Union (BAU) 
members.  BAU students expanded their sense of racial pride through learning techniques 
and perspectives available only at Lewis’ school.  They also experienced equity through 
gallery showing and mentorship opportunities made available to them by NCAAA Black 
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artists and in the Black community.28  Likewise, high-quality Black art introduced to 
suburban students and teachers through the MNCAAA’s Mobile Museum not only 
contradicted deficit notions regarding the cultural contributions of Africa-descended 
peoples, but also provided an equitable introduction to the art of Blacks worldwide.29 
The ELSFA Artist-in Residence program featuring Nora Bostaph afforded both 
Lewis’ students and the coloratura many opportunities for developing and expanding 
racial pride and African Americans’ equity.  Bostaph’s work in teaching ELSFA students 
as well as serving as an accomplished, classically trained, African American soprano, 
role model, and mentor provided multiple and nuanced opportunities for increasing 
students’ racial pride.30  In a parallel manner, Lewis’ choice of Bostaph as Artist-in-
Residence expanded equitable opportunities for African American classically trained 
singers in Boston. 
Racial Pride and Equity as Place and Space 
Just as Elma Lewis used the arts and arts education as unswerving yet creative 
tools in the service of Black racial pride and equity, design features in and between 
Lewis’ institutions infused racial pride and equity for Africa-descended peoples into 
students’, artists’, and community members’ experiences.  For example, Lewis trumpeted 
her pride in the Black race by siting her institutions – a school, a National Center bound 
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to classical ballet and classical music as well as African dance, jazz, musical theater, 
pantomime, the visual arts and a museum – in the heart of the Black community.  Her 
choice of location also demanded equity for African-descended peoples and their art.  
Through her conviction that Black art is valuable, worthy of study, and equal in 
importance to the art of the great peoples of the world, Lewis demonstrated pride in her 
race and established a context of equity for Black art and artists.  Her actions also drew 
positive attention to Boston’s African American community, her students, and Africa-
descended artists in Boston and beyond.31  Lewis’ institutional design – Africa-descended 
master artists collaborating with and inspiring each other in a jazz-like improvisation – 
filled a gap for Black artists nationally and internationally.  Her School, National Center, 
and Museum served as a model for interactions between ELSFA students and created a 
context in which students in the Black community could study both culturally relevant 
literature and Western literature using tools and methods authentic to the art being 
studied. 
Lewis’ Philosophy: Implications for Arts Education and Music Education  
Elma Lewis’ philosophy had (and continues to have) significant implications for 
music and arts education philosophy.  Close study of her model of arts education infused 
with her bold approach to community empowerment reveals her philosophy as 
universally relevant and distinct from contemporary music education views.  Lewis 
developed her position decades before publication of Reimer’s A Philosophy of Music 
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Education and Elliott’s Music Matters32 and articulated it through her writings, 
interviews, and practice.  Her views are further made clear through consistent accounts 
from alumni, former faculty, and former parents and community members interviewed 
for this study.  In order to emphasize the combined uniqueness and imperative of her 
artistically empowering and culturally liberating philosophy and praxis, the following 
discussion highlights Lewis’ viewpoint within the context of late 20th/early 21st century 
prominent music education philosophies. 
Music Education as Aesthetic Education and Lewis’ Philosophy 
Contemporary philosophies of music education have been informed by a variety 
of perspectives.33  Of the period’s varied approaches music education as aesthetic 
education (MEAE) and music education as activity (MEA) have ensconced themselves as 
the dominant positions in music education philosophy in North American schools.34 
Broad concepts central to MEAE and MEA philosophies overlap with, conflict 
with, and are expanded in Lewis’ vision.  Moreover, Lewis’ philosophy distinguishes 
itself from conventionally accepted views through its grounding in and commitment to a 
comprehensive approach to arts education that liberates through knowledge and 
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ownership of one’s own culture. 
Focusing first on MEAE philosophy and its relationship to Lewis’ work 
illuminates a view whose primary goals include providing students with quality aesthetic 
experiences and developing their aesthetic awareness.  Within this paradigm, music 
education “exists first and foremost to develop every person’s natural responsiveness to 
the power of the art of music.”35  According to the MEAE paradigm, the function of 
music education is “to help people share the meanings which come from expressive 
forms.”36  The MEAE model introduces students to the notion of Western music’s 
aesthetic experience by honing in on cultivated events that may or may not be 
commonplace in children’s home environment.37  In a manner related to Lewis’ 
requirement that all pupils new to her school study all art forms, aesthetic experiences 
occur as a result of an individual’s encounter with art.  In this context art, or the arts, 
refer to a collection of related disciplines that are aligned through an Age of 
Enlightenment or modernist understanding of fine art.38  This interpretation, unlike 
Plato’s classical placement of music with mathematics and the sciences,39 mingles the 
disciplines of music, the visual arts and architecture, dance, and theater as artistic 
pursuits.40 
Parallel to Lewis’ prioritization of values, the MEAE philosophy inculcates 
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hegemonic societal ideals through its definition of valid aesthetic experiences.41  Both 
proponents and opponents of this philosophy have acknowledged the model’s effects in 
American classrooms.42  Drawing attention to the MEAE perspective’s reliance on 
Western culture and echoing elements of Elma Lewis’ relationship with the arts, Small 
noted “our arts can be seen from one point of view as metaphors for the attitudes and 
assumptions of our culture.”43 
Notions of aesthetics provide a preliminary common ground for Elma Lewis’ 
philosophy and the music education as aesthetic education (MEAE) position.44  
Similarities reveal a seemingly paradoxical emphasis on principles and experiences of 
beauty while differences expose the philosophies’ core cultural allegiances and motives. 
Cultural and aesthetic approaches to art play essential yet unique roles in Elma 
Lewis’ philosophy and that of the MEAE perspective.45  In both approaches aesthetic 
values are the catalyst that connects students with their humanity.46  Examining this trait 
from the MEAE perspective, Langer defined ‘human feeling’ as a “dynamic pattern that 
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finds its formal expression in the arts.”47  Likewise, Lewis noted “Art is necessary to 
produce the total human being.”48  Valid aesthetic experiences as valuable to the broader 
society are also central to both Lewis’ and MEAE philosophies.49  MEAE philosopher D. 
W. Gotshalk noted “The first importance of the arts for a society, I think, lies in the 
wealth of immediate value with which they enrich it.”50  Regarding the ‘cognitive value 
of the arts’ Langer wrote “Self-knowledge, insight into all phases of life and mind, 
springs from the artistic imagination.”51  Lewis contextualized assets gained by the broad 
American community from Blacks’ authentic, compelling aesthetic experiences in her 
1976 address in honor of the 70th birthday of President Leopold Sedar Senghor in Dakar, 
Senegal.  In her presentation, The Contributions of Black Americans to America, Lewis 
wrote 
“From their earliest days on the North American continent blacks 
have sought to be an asset to the society in which they found themselves.  
Not only did slave industry build fine buildings, create fertile farms, give 
energy to cotton gins and later to factories, but black creativity brought an 
intellect and a spiritual dimension to the new world.  Poets, scientists, 
educators, preachers, musicians, doctors, scholars – all these enriched 
America in the eighteenth century.  While Africans were suffering the 
agonies of the midwest passage (sic), young Phyllis Wheatley was 
delighting Boston’s Beacon Hill with her delicate poetry.  While new 
blacks arrivals (sic) were discovering the agonies of bondage, Crispus 
Attucks was bravely urging white men not to accept the tyranny of 
England.  Indeed, Peter Salem, Sam Poor, Mark Starlin, James Armistead 
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and five thousand others fought in the war which two hundred years ago 
made America a nation.”52 
 
Later in the same essay Lewis expanded the communal sphere of Black artists’ 
influence and role in American society when she declared “Since the beginning of time, 
the artist has been the most potent historian, educator, and spiritual advisor, – the creator 
of the society’s most precious treasures.  Because of the scope of his contributions, the 
potential of the artist for correcting human ills is immeasurable.  Therefore, it is not in the 
realm of luxury but of necessity that the creative energies of the nation’s black population 
be nurtured and preserved for posterity.”53 
Figure 11. Consonances between Elma Lewis’ values and MEAE principles. 
 
Lewis’ philosophy, while not aligned with agendas advanced by the MEAE paradigm, 
did share a commitment to the philosophy’s broad values of providing students with 
aesthetic experiences, nurturing cultural values, and other intangible experiences. 
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Discord: MEAE Philosophy and Lewis’ Views.  Key differences decouple 
Elma Lewis’ philosophy from the MEAE perspective.54  While interpretations of culture, 
values, and valid aesthetic experience provide a foundation for the two philosophies, 
treatment of these structures by the two viewpoints varies significantly.  Moreover, 
mainstream institutions’ motives and expected outcomes when implementing MEAE 
models have proven irreconcilable with Lewis’ rationale and conviction.55 
Communal norms, shared beliefs, and legitimate aesthetic expression within the 
MEAE paradigm are situated in the limited experiences and practices of dominant 
society.56  The MEAE philosophy assumes White or European American culture to be 
normative and celebrates values, experiences, ways of being, etc. that support the 
dominant culture’s hegemonic orientation.57  Likewise, ideals, proficiencies, and habitus 
rooted in non-dominant cultures (i.e., African Americans’ experience), are minimized, 
perverted, and/or negated within MEAE practice.58  While the MEAE perspective allows 
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for interest convergence or selected, conditional incorporation of non-dominant cultural 
capital into dominant culture’s vault of aesthetically prized works,59 MEAE philosophy 
renders Black students’ culturally relevant aesthetic experiences as irrelevant, wayward, 
and/or absent.  Critics of the MEAE philosophy have noted this and other weaknesses.60  
Broad concerns identifying shortcomings in the MEAE philosophy have noted that “The 
principal criticisms directed against the aesthetic philosophy of music education included 
its narrow focus on the ‘musical work’ and its relative neglect of musical context; its 
embeddedness in the aesthetics of Western art music; its neglect of dimensions of 
music’s significance beyond the aesthetic, such as sociological, political, and cultural 
meanings… its inability to accommodate alternative functions and values of music… and 
its tendencies toward male hegemony…”61  Considering musical contributions from a 
worldwide perspective, Small wrote: 
“We should not, however, allow the brilliance of the western musical 
tradition to blind us to its limitations and even areas of downright impoverish-
ment.  We may be reluctant to think of our musical life, with its great symphony 
orchestras, its Bach, its Beethoven, its mighty concert halls and opera houses, as 
in any way impoverished, and yet we must admit that we have nothing to compare 
with the rhythmic sophistication of India, or what we are inclined to dismiss as 
‘primitive’ African music, that our ears are deaf to the subtleties of pitch 
inflection of Indian raga or Byzantine church music, that the cultivation of bel 
canto as the ideal of the singing voice has shut us off from all but a very small 
part of the human voice’s sound possibilities or expressive potential, such as are 
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part of the everyday resources of a Balkan folk singer or an Eskimo, and that the 
smooth mellifluous sound of the romantic symphony orchestra drowns out the 
fascinating buzzes and distortions cultivated alike by African and medieval 
European musicians.”62  
 
Elma Lewis’ African-centered, culturally relevant aesthetic stood in contrast to 
the MEAE hegemonic aesthetic.  Lewis’ understanding of art as “the interpretation of the 
culture”63 empowered her to build her philosophy around a cultural aesthetic; that is, 
Lewis embraced an approach to artistic expression fused with community activism that 
“reflects and supports the ethics of the [Black] society, reinforces its values and 
philosophy.”64  Speaking at her 75th birthday celebration, Lewis declared “You must 
respect what you come from.  You must pay homage to it, you must analyze it, you must 
respect it, and teach it to your young.  If the roots of the tree wither, the branches must 
die…”65 
MEAE Philosophy, Spirituality, and Lewis’ Approach.  Scholars have 
discussed a subtext of spirituality present in African and African Americans’ cultural 
aesthetics.66  While MEAE philosopher Susan Langer allowed for the expression of 
feelings and valued aesthetic experiences that occurred through religious compositional 
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forms such as the Mass,67 spirituality permeates African Americans’ aesthetic outlook as 
a habitus rather than as a religious doctrine.68  Lewis demonstrated this way of being 
when she stated her reasons for teaching and her purpose for instructing the way she did.  
In a Black Nativity rehearsal Lewis whispered to youngsters “This is not about religion, 
it’s about spirit—which is my religion.”69  Elma Lewis harnessed her African and African 
American spirituality and combined it with her great respect for children and their 
spiritually grounded right and ability to learn.  She reflected “I was much, much more of 
a disciplinarian when I was a young woman.  I really didn’t understand the degree to 
which children knew things.  All they lack are experience and wisdom.  So I talk things 
over and make them understand consequences, and I don’t give them an inch.  But I 
really make them understand they’re loved and secure.  Find your focus, listen to your 
internal rhythm.”70  Contextualizing her philosophy in a discussion of Black Nativity 
performances, Lewis explained “I am not particularly dedicated to gospel.  I am 
particularly dedicated to the fact that a child can take a piece of black folklore, and 
examine it minutely, and see in this piece of blackness which has been discarded, a 
precious jewel, and say—that’s a piece of me.”71 
Early kernels of what would become Lewis’ philosophy began developing in the 
professional work Lewis accepted after receiving her graduate degree.  When describing 
her professional responsibilities at the Harriet Tubman House prior to creating the Elma 
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Lewis School of Fine Arts (ELSFA) Lewis noted “I taught girls above the age of six 
through college, about the direction they should take as young black women in this 
society.  But I was always being thwarted by someone else’s concept of adjusting to 
white America.”72  Likewise, Lewis’ goals in teaching Western art forms were not to 
elevate European aesthetics; rather, she sought to instill in her students full command of 
time-tested artistic techniques in order that her pupils be able to competently and fluidly 
command and celebrate their own artistry.73 
Cultural Hegemony and Lewis’ Values.  Elma Lewis’ use of arts education as 
self-knowledge and a tool for self-determination stood in contrast to the MEAE 
philosophy’s normalizing use of music education as cultural hegemony.  Regarding her 
expectations of excellence for her students and rejection of status quo expectations for 
Africa-descended peoples, Lewis remembered in an interview “It was just never a part of 
my thinking that they wouldn’t be accepted.  If we’d have done what we were expected 
to do, we would all have been a nation of Pullman porters!”74  Countering deficit models 
of Black students’ artistic abilities,75 Lewis’ School of Fine Arts offered full, 
comprehensive, arts education courses that were filled to capacity with substantial 
waiting lists.  Lewis’ deep love and respect for all quality art and quality arts education is 
evident in her School’s curriculum.  Her course of study included music, dance, drama, 
African heritage, drumming and costuming.  Lewis said “We do Swan Lake and Les 
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Sylphides,” adding “I’m getting ready a concert of African dance, too, but I don’t know 
any little girl who doesn’t love point (sic) shoes.  There’s no way for me to say that 
Brahms isn’t a great musician or Shakespeare a great playwright.  That’s folly.  Why 
should I tell lies?”76 
Lewis’ non-hegemonic philosophy centered the experiences, culture, and history 
of Blacks, celebrating the ancestral and artistic legacy of the children attending her 
neighborhood school.  Lewis said “It was not a black school or a community school,” 
continuing with “ it just celebrated the black condition and tradition.  We circled around 
one theme, in depth.  It could have been the ancestors.  It could be the founding of the 
first college on the African continent, somewhere around 1840, in Sierra Leone.  It could 
be about family.  Honor.”77  Appropriating and parsing aspects of the hegemonic 
position, Lewis stated “I think in terms of my black community just as whites have 
always built museums and symphony halls and theaters and opera houses for their white 
community”.  She added “People at the center of their being differ.  And they need an 
opportunity to tell their differences in praise song to their coming generations.  It is not to 
be entertained.  If you’re just playing music to enjoy yourself, you’re not speaking very 
deeply.  It’s an inner ear, parts of which you alone hear.”78 
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Figure 12. Dissonances between MEAE Principles and Elma Lewis’ Values. 
 Unlike the MEAE position, Lewis believed in centering the perspectives of 
Africa-descended peoples when working with her Africa-descended students.  
Her purposeful prioritizing called for reliance on values and behaviors that are 
rooted in students’ culture. 
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Music Education as Activity and Lewis’ Philosophy 
Similar to Elma Lewis’ perspective, the music education as activity (MEA) 
philosophy centers musical production and communal engagement in individual and 
group contexts.79  Primary goals of this late 20th century perspective were published 
decades after Lewis developed her views.  Objectives include providing students with a 
variety of opportunities to participate in music making and endowing these students with 
the skills to continue active music making throughout their adult life.  Christopher Small, 
an early proponent of this paradigm, noted “art is more than the production of beautiful, 
or even expressive, objects (including sound-objects such as symphonies and concertos) 
for others to contemplate and admire, but it is essentially a process, by which we explore 
our inner and outer environments and learn to live in them.”80  David Elliott, perhaps the 
most influential advocate of the MEA philosophy, stated plainly “Fundamentally, music 
is something that people do.”  Resonating with aspects of Lewis’ approach he described 
music as “the outcome of a particular kind of intentional human activity” as opposed to 
“a collection of products or objects.”81 
MEA philosophy asserts that musical creativity is something humans do within a 
social context.82  By way of example, Elliott wrote about learning to perform and/or 
improvise in the blues tradition.  He noted that the task “requires the development of 
several situated forms of knowing.  These knowings require musical problem solving in 
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relation to authentic blues works and close approximations of real blues practices.”83  
Using terms reminiscent of Lewis’ position, Elliott discussed the “cultural and 
ideological meanings involved with musicing, listening, and musical works” when he 
noted “Because musical practices and musical works are social constructions, musical 
works delineate cultural beliefs and values.”84 
Parallel to the breadth and inclusivity built into Lewis’ institution-wide projects 
and unlike MEAE philosophy’s individualistic aesthetic experience, MEA philosophy 
upholds that music (and by extension, music education) requires a variety of 
participants.85  Small used his term musicking as a springboard for tallying players in 
musical activities.  He pointed out that 
“in making no distinction between what the performers are doing and what 
the rest of those present are doing, it reminds us that musicking… is an 
activity in which all those present are involved and for whose nature and 
quality, success or failure, everyone present bears some responsibility.  It 
is not just a matter of composers, or even performers, actively doing 
something to, or for, passive listeners.  Whatever it is we are doing, we are 
all doing it together—performers, listeners (should there be any apart from 
the performers), composer (should there be one apart from the 
performers), dancers, ticket collectors, piano movers, roadies, cleaners and 
all.”86 
 
Elliott maintained a more conservative approach in his view of musical partakers, 
including musickers, listeners, and musical events: “music must necessarily involve at 
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least three dimensions: a doer or maker, the product he or she makes, and the activity 
whereby he or she makes the product.”87 















Lewis' philosophy resonated with the Music Education as Activity paradigm's priorities 
centering music as an active, community-oriented engagement. 
 
MEA Perspectives Expanded by Lewis.  As discussed above, similarities 
existed between Elma Lewis’ philosophy and that of the music education as activity 
(MEA) position.  Of import is the topic of creating present in both philosophies.  
Influential MEA philosopher David Elliott noted “listening and performing are intimately 
																																								 																				














related, both cognitively and educationally.”88  Regarding the application of the MEA 
philosophy for the masses, Elliott wrote “Is it reasonable to argue that authentic music 
making is a viable educational end for all students?  I believe it is.”89  Students enrolled at 
Lewis’ ELSFA were constantly creating, according to Lewis’ 1972 essay Celebrating 
Little People.90  Demonstrating the in’s and out’s of the ELSFA through the experience 
of one family, the Morrises, Lewis wrote “Weekends and evenings the Morrises attend 
student performances and workshops, chaperone children to cultural events all over New 
England, prepare food for and host parties, receptions, seminars, and productions at the 
school, assist in painting and repairing the building, and attend parents’ meetings.  On 
regular class evenings, John is finished at 10:00, but often he is part of a performance 
somewhere in New England, or rehearses late in anticipation of a performance, so they 
must return again to drive him home.  Frequently, however, staff members or other adult 
students and parents will drive him and other young people to their homes so tired 
parents can remain at home without anxiety.”91 
Importantly, creating in the context of Lewis’ philosophy and Africa-descended 
peoples’ world-view regularly fuses artistry and social justice.92  Using an excerpt from 
her essay Celebrating Little People to illustrate this culturally grounded creativity-
activism, Lewis noted that parents of children attending her school “know that this is a 
school where visual and performing artists of proven ability offer top-grade instruction in 
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their discipline through 373 classes weekly.  Not only do these artists care about the 
students’ artistic accomplishment, but they also seek to develop their students into total 
human beings.  The development of sturdy character is at least as important as the 
development of artistic gifts.”93  Similar to the intentions of exponents of the MEA 
model, creating was the focal point of large- and small-scale ELSFA and NCAAA 
productions.  Whether coming together as a collective body producing Black Nativity or 
practicing as individuals preparing their solos for workshops or recitals, Lewis’ 
philosophy mandated students engage in discipline-based arts education creating 
concurrent with periphery or related creating.  Examples of periphery or related creating 
include costumes and sets that were designed, constructed, and fashioned/sewn for Black 
Nativity and other productions.94  Additional examples of peripheral creativity range from 
building repairs executed by ELSFA parent volunteers to ELSFA students’ and parents’ 
participation in community discussions that eased tensions resulting from implementing 
Boston Public Schools bussing requirements.95 
The role of community figured prominently in Elma Lewis’ philosophy similar to 
the way it is imbedded in the MEA position.  Her institutions’ design – a National Center 
populated by Black teaching artists – nurtured a highly nuanced and richly stratified 
community experience for all involved.96  Likewise, Lewis’ synthesis of her 
neighborhood’s needs with her School’s needs, leading to the creation of the Playhouse in 
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the Park, Black Nativity productions, and the MCI-Norfolk collaboration bore evidence to 
her embodiment of an African American artistic aesthetic, complete with its commitment 
to community activism. 
While the relationship between Elma Lewis’ philosophy and the MEAE 
viewpoint was fraught with conflicts, the link between Lewis’ paradigm and that of the 
MEA position reveals a transcendence beyond the music education as activity model.  
Lewis’ philosophy developed the MEA view in two central dimensions.  It thrust beyond 
the discrete discipline of music education to encompass an Afrocentric predilection for 
arts education.  Lewis’ philosophy also evolved the MEA’s benign and apolitical view of 
community to embody a Pan-African demand for communal and individual self-
knowledge, self-reliance, and self-determination.  True to its African roots, Lewis’ 
philosophy not only inflated MEA tenets in important ways but also forged these 
disparate developments into a cohesive, multidimensional whole. 
Elma Lewis’ philosophy required students/participants gain and maintain a 
culturally grounded basic knowledge of and competence in an array of art forms.97  Her 
philosophy centered an Africa-descended peoples’ preference for generating art through 
a multilayered, seamless approach embodied in a heterogeneous sound ideal98 rather than 
the Western or modernist model that sometimes tolerates categorizing music as separate 
from dance and theatrical pursuits and occasionally modestly related to the visual arts.  
As discussed above, all students attending Lewis’ school were required to demonstrate a 
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fundamental competency in the core subjects of music, dance, drama, costuming, and 
visual arts.  Similarly, Lewis’ institutional design celebrated established music-, dance-, 
theater-, and visual artist-teacher-mentors and nurtured the early careers of talented pre-
professional performers and artists.  Activities engaged in by students, faculty/practicing 
artists, pre-professionals, parents, and other community members served both artistic and 
community ends. Examples of these artistic/community activist undertakings reveal 
Lewis’ philosophy as plaiting a unified braid from related strands of the MEA 
philosophy.  Instances included cleaning-up Franklin Park while simultaneously 
establishing the Elma Lewis Playhouse in the Park, developing the MCI-Norfolk program 
such that incarcerated men developed their artistic voices while also learning theater-
related job skills, and exposing Boston audiences to high-quality African American 
theater while concurrently providing Black Nativity cast members with the opportunity to 
collaborate in the context of an all-Black production. 
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Figure 14. Modifications that expand MEA principles to meet Lewis’ values. 
 
 
The heyday of the MEAE and MEA philosophies coincided with many attempts 
at reform in general education, culturally altering technological breakthroughs, and 
homegrown struggles for civil rights for all Americans.99  Elma Lewis’ philosophy, 
developed and implemented during the milieu of the reigning MEAE and MEA positions, 
grew from and maintained an independent perspective.  Her position, which should not 
be mistaken for an interpretation of aspects of the MEAE or MEA models, offers viable 
solutions to the USA’s challenge of providing genuine education for all students and has 
																																								 																				

























More than Music Education as Activity, Lewis focused on an integrated notion  
of arts education, a sense of culture that demanded reconsidering of the Western 
position’s assumed norms, and a commitment to creating that is informed 
by the student’s past and future. 
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overarching implications for music education philosophy and practice. 
As I have demonstrated, Elma Lewis’ philosophy was neither a modified version 
of the music education as aesthetic education (MEAE) philosophy nor was it simply an 
extension of the music education as activity (MEA) philosophy.  Lewis’ philosophy 
required a comprehensive approach to all the arts and centered on educating the whole 
student – body, mind, and spirit.  Her perspective was grounded in Africa-descended 
peoples’ culture and was committed to erasing the personal and collective destruction 
caused by cultural imperialism levied on African American students.  As such, Elma 
Lewis developed a philosophy of arts education as cultural emancipation (AECE). 
Lewis’ Philosophy: Arts Education as Cultural Emancipation 
Far from being a hybrid philosophy or a series of overlaps linking an African-
centered position with that of MEAE and MEA philosophies, Lewis’ independent 
perspective was buttressed with multidimensional foundational domains and outcomes.100  
Describing the arts as teaching ‘the virtues,’101 Lewis’ AECE view maintained both 
artistic and socio-political components.  Said another way, AECE philosophy can be 
described in terms of an arts education philosophy as being fused with a cultural 
emancipation philosophy as doing.  Outcomes resulting from Lewis’ AECE philosophy 
were manifold and continue to have implications for contemporary music and arts 
education. 
Scholars have called for music education philosophy that provides an alternative 
to or significant modification of the contemporary and dominant MEAE and MEA 
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paradigms.102  Highlighting themes central to Elma Lewis’ AECE, Bowman noted “It 
seems to me the paraxial turn affords a significant opportunity to reconceptualize music 
education as something explicitly committed to moral growth and social 
transformation…”103  Bowman continued, observing that re-visualizing music education 
philosophy in a manner that celebrates students’ cultural orientation as relevant would 
necessitate 
“that we acknowledge the moral, social, and political ramifications of what we do, 
and that we begin to address such concerns as the exploitation of people by 
media, capital, and culture industry; the transformation of music into commodities 
for exchange and consumption; and the treatment of people’s musical doings as 
mere raw materials in a fundamentally materialistic enterprise.  It will also require 
that we stop ignoring the musics that most directly embody and reflect the culture, 
values, and lives of real, everyday people.  It will demand that we resist the 
temptation to abstract, global, utopian thinking, the kind of thought that spawns, 
supports, and is in turn reproduced by large impersonal institutions that can 
operate only by detaching themselves from the problems of real people in 
concrete circumstances.”104 
 
Arts education in Lewis’ AECE philosophy – as distinguished from music 
education in MEAE and MEA philosophies – must necessarily include simultaneously a 
discrete and amalgamated content approach that involves multiple arts forms.  This 
conceptual and pedagogical integration distinguishes AECE philosophy from dominant 
music education philosophies in both scope and content.  It also underscores the 
culturally grounded position that supported Lewis’ goals and purposes for arts education 
in the African American community.  Rooted in this culturally relevant habitus,105 AECE 
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philosophy can be described in terms of arts education as a way of being.106  Specifically, 
MEAE and MEA philosophies, while supportive of students’ broad artistic studies, do not 
require competence in dance, theater, the visual arts, or other non-music art forms; 
Lewis’ AECE philosophy does.  Likewise, a successful practice from the MEAE or MEA 
perspective does not necessarily include students’ demonstration of a combined arts 
experience such as Lewis’ multidisciplinary Black Nativity performances or the highly 
integrated final productions staged by the men in the MCI-ELSFA project; Lewis’s 
AECE philosophy does.  Concerning an Africa-descended, culturally relevant approach 
to arts education, it is important to note Black peoples’ broad, integrated approach to 
cultural production107 as well as this population’s tactics for creating music.108  In both 
cases, Black peoples have demonstrated a preference for merging arts disciplines that are 
often separated in the Western paradigm.  The oft-quoted African proverb, if you can talk 
you can sing, if you can walk you can dance, embodies this interdisciplinary arts spirit, as 
dancing and making music are not separated among African and Africa-descended 
peoples.109 
The following examples bring the centrality of a multidisciplinary approach to 
arts education in Lewis’ AECE philosophy to the fore.  When asked about her school’s 
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content areas Elma Lewis remarked “there was dance, there was drama and the spoken 
word.  Drama had things out of it like mime and playwrights workshop and lots of things 
under there.  And music, we were teaching music on all instruments.  And it had, dance 
had many departments.  It had a professional company and it had an ethnic company and 
it taught ballet.  Costuming, that – I love that.  We had two old designers who taught, Gus 
and Lucy taught… costume for the stage and they did all of our costumes.  Dance, drama, 
music, art.  Art.”110  Likewise, Lewis noted that all students enrolled at her school were 
required to achieve a primary level of proficiency in each arts discipline prior to 
specializing in any one art.111 
Elma Lewis’ AECE philosophy also maintained Pan-African and socio-political 
elements.  Her paradigm and pedagogy always centered the experiences and needs of 
Black people.  Whether considered from the standpoint of institutional design – the 
USA’s first national center for Afro-American artists, the region’s flagship museum 
devoted to the art and artists of the African diaspora, and a School of Fine Arts for and by 
the Black community – or the viewpoint of the ELSFA curriculum, Lewis’ vision 
celebrated the art and experiences of Black people while uniting this highly divided 
diaspora.  Likewise, Lewis understood the solutions to the socio-political needs of Black 
people locally and worldwide would be most successfully executed in the context of 
developing Africa-descended peoples’ individual and collective knowledge of Black 
culture.  Articulated this way, Lewis’ AECE philosophy can be described as an arts 
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education philosophy engaging cultural emancipation by doing.112 
Examples of Elma Lewis’ AECE philosophy as it maintained a commitment to an 
African-centered posture are many.  For example, Lewis wrote “The National Center of 
Afro-American Artists grew out of the realization that the most healing and revealing 
messages are most forcefully announced by the product of the artist.”113  Lewis 
developed a prototype of her emancipatory vision in her early work with girls 
participating in her program at the Harriet Tubman House and noted later that “African 
dance and its derivatives were added by 1952 or ’53 because I am, as I told you, brought 
up to be a pan African.”114  Regarding a pedagogy and program design whose compass 
centered Black peoples, Lewis noted “we had authentic people teaching from their tribes, 
et cetera” and “Tally Beatty was one of the foremost of the black modern 
companies…”115  Contextualizing the authenticity of the work and individuals who 
taught and collaborated at her School of Fine Arts, Lewis remarked “Artie Shep, Max 
Roach, all those kinds of people, all of them.  By the time it was 1969, 1970 we were 
really world known.”  She added, underscoring the breadth of musical and artistic depth 
available in the Black community “Well, Roland Hayes, I’d been involved with him all 
my life.  All my life.  So then it was not hard to get Roland Hayes to do things.”116 
Just as Lewis’ AECE philosophy features a Pan-African center, its design is also 
committed to authentic freedom of all peoples.  This feature, distinguishing Lewis’ 
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perspective from the hegemonic and polarizing disposition imbedded in some 
practitioners of MEAE philosophy, was borne of the pedagogue’s strong cultural identity.  
Lewis sought to share her self-assurance with others through her teaching and methods.  
Describing her school’s student population in terms suggestive of a community activist’s 
laboratory, Lewis remarked “Well, the majority of them were from, were community 
based, but some of them came far.  There were some little white children who used to 
come down from Maine and she (the students’ mother) so valued Billy Wilson’s teaching 
that she brought those children twice a week for a number of years to Billy Wilson.”117  
Lewis also wrote 
“Until all segments of the population participate equally, only then can the 
American dream be realized.  For America is not a place, it is a dream that 
peasants all over the world dream when migrating to America.  It is a dream that 
often becomes a nightmare because of race, religion, ethnic origin, age or sex.  To 
make America the dream that it must be, all segments of the population must be 
valued equally.  Only then can America develop the basic lifestyle and a 
corresponding art product.  With the lack of wisdom that often accompanies youth 
Americans as a people are blind to the part that an indigenous culture plays in 
keeping the fabric of society whole.  The tensions which so often disrupt day to 
day life in America emanate from the basic of respect which is engendered by this 
cultural lack.”118 
 
Regarding the legacy of the vision and work of Elma Lewis, socio-political 
priorities merged with artistic components in Lewis’ AECE philosophy have spurred a 
diversity of arts education institutions and projects.  For example, ELSFA alumni 
Kenneth “Kamal” Scott, Angela Bowen, Sally Daniels, Renee Neblett, and Ekua Holmes 
have established schools and/or projects that are inspired by and modeled after Lewis’ 
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institutions.119  These arts education ventures have knitted themselves into the fabric of 
the Boston area, the broader United States, and international cites.  Likewise, Lewis’ 
School of Fine Arts and Museum of the NCAAA curricula included professional 
development courses in all arts disciplines for Boston area arts educators. 
Implications for African American Arts Education 
 Although African Americans have a decorated history of institutionally situated 
music education, music advocacy, and music research,120 few schools, programs, or 
organizations have simultaneously benefited both Black artists and the broader Black 
community on a scale commensurate with the ELSFA and NCAAA.  Elma Lewis’ work 
and institutions serve Black artists, arts educators, students, and community members as 
real-life primers for achieving collective and individual self-knowledge, self-reliance, and 
cultural freedom.  As such, topics of particular importance to African American arts 
education programs’ include philosophy and design, pedagogical models, and 
relationships with the communities that these programs serve.  Lessons from this research 
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assert that Elma Lewis’ Arts Education as Cultural Emancipation philosophy demands 
that African American arts education programs develop students’ cultural identity and 
commit to creating an artistic and educational environment supportive of equity for Black 
people worldwide. 
 Building on suggestions found in the literature on educating African 
Americans,121 Elma Lewis and her institutions demonstrated that Black arts education 
programs should favor philosophies grounded in a Pan-African commitment to the 
pursuit of racial and cultural identity.  Importantly, African American art and Black arts 
education are well served by programs initiated by individuals from within the Black 
community.  While Garveyism may not be the only viable philosophical grounding, 
Lewis’ philosophy serves as a model of comprehensively adapting this influential 
leader’s commitment to cultural identity, solidarity, and autonomy.   
Standing as arts education scholarship merged with African-centered pedagogy,122 
Lewis’ work demonstrates that African American arts education programs succeed when 
privileging an inclusive model.  These institutions would do well to employ an integrated 
approach to program design that includes teaching multiple arts disciplines.  Based on 
findings from this study, these programs should require students to demonstrate 
competency that is achieved through regular participation in a sequential, rigorous, and 
culturally affirming curriculum.  Further, while some traditional Western approaches to 
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arts education often reserve preferred resources for the cultivation of the talented few 
while offering the majority of students whichever resources remain, this research 
demonstrates that the opposite approach empowers African American arts education.  
Like Lewis’ ELSFA, these programs should avoid early-stage differentiation as it 
separates the gifted few from their community.  Saddling these students with the 
paradoxical task of acquiring a communal sense of cultural identity from a place of 
isolation would undermine development of unity.  It is imperative to note, however, that 
Lewis’ model limited this procedure to the beginning stages of students’ training and was 
not used it to artificially hold back continuing and advanced students who showed 
promise. 
Culturally oriented education pedagogies.  While some scholars have 
interpreted the notion of culturally oriented pedagogy broadly,123 many have espoused 
perspectives incorporating aspects of race and/or ethnicity in a manner similar to that of 
Elma Lewis.  Moving beyond multiculturalism and cultural difference in American 
classrooms, contemporary authors have sought to promote teaching and learning that is 
rich in its depth-of-content and, simultaneously, empowering for students of color. 
Contemporary terms, including culturally responsive, culturally relevant, and 
African-centered, have been used with reference to notions of culturally oriented 
education pedagogies.124  I offer the following comments to clarify my distinctions 
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between these terms.  I provide this analysis in order to highlight overlapping-yet-distinct 
attributes shared by the terms and to emphasize the paradigms’ similarities and 
differences.  These opening remarks serve as a template anticipating the progressive 
relationship each category of research has with the work of Elma Lewis and her 
institutions. 
Pedagogy that is relevant to students is certain to be responsive to these students’ 
culture, but the reverse cannot be assumed.  To clarify, teachers, administrators, and other 
educators may attempt to infuse their interactions with students through gestures, 
vocabulary, behaviors, and the like in a manner that is reflective of the adults’ real or 
perceived conception of the students’ cultural orientation.125  Yet such efforts at 
responding to students’ cultural orientation may side-step genuinely relevant ethnic, 
racial, and/or cultural practices that could provide these students access to an otherwise 
impenetrable curriculum.126  Unlike a pedagogy that attempts to respond to students’ 
cultural orientation, a pedagogy that is genuinely relevant is unflinchingly rooted in the 
rich cultural capital of the students’ community.127  Building on my interpretation of 
culturally relevant pedagogy as a subset of culturally responsive pedagogy, African-
centered pedagogy delineates a highly specific model of culturally responsive and 
culturally relevant education that is committed to centering an African worldview.  This 
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pedagogy empowers Black students through a nuanced, holistic approach to education 
rather than traditional models of schooling.128 
Lewis’ AECE Paradigm and African-Centered Pedagogy 
Lewis’ philosophy honored her Garvey-ite, Pan-Africanist upbringing and was 
punctuated with overtones from mid-century America’s influential and contemporaneous 
Black Arts movement.129  Lewis’ Black Studies and the Community,130 a position paper 
presented at a 1971 Simmons College symposium, embodied her philosophy’s approach 
to African American individuals’ and the collective’s self-knowledge and self-reliance.  
Lewis opened her remarks noting “a comprehensive, in depth Black Studies Program 
conducted by black communities within black communities is an order of the highest 
priority, if the healing, growth and progress of black people is to be assured.”131  She 
noted that most African Americans lack “that comfortable position that comes from 
proud self-knowledge” and insisted that, unlike most aspects of American education, the 
purpose of Black Studies in African Americans’ communities should be “to encourage 
the student to engage in a relentless pursuit of true knowledge.”  Discussing students’ 
hunger for “material which will define them not only as consumers but also as 
contributors”, Lewis questioned “How then can a community proceed to develop a valid 
Black Studies Program?  Where and by whom should it be conducted?  How will it be 
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designed so that it will appeal to and reach the majority of black people?  How much of it 
should be designed for scholars, for children, for the adults of a community?  Whom 
should it include?”  Revealing her philosophy’s sound logic, Garvey-ite origins, and 
commitment to cultural solidarity through elevation of the collective, Lewis identified the 
Black community as follows: “The black community must be seen as being world wide in 
geographic proportions.  It must include Africa, our ancestral home; it must include the 
islands of the Caribbean; it must include any American locale where blacks live.”  
Refuting negative and homogenizing categorizations of African Americans, Lewis noted 
that the Black community “is comprised of every type of individual that exists in society 
at large.  Programs designed to serve these complex communities in their entirety must be 
complex in their structure.  Those with several academic degrees will in many cases be in 
need of the enlightening influence of Black Studies as much as those who are 
illiterate.”132 
Parallel to the call for institution building trumpeted by Black Arts movement 
leaders, Lewis stated emphatically “The broad overall sponsoring agencies for a 
community Black Studies program should be the educational and cultural organizations” 
and joined the task of providing Black Studies programming to cultural sites in the Black 
community – including her school.  Concerning Black Studies in academic settings, 
Lewis wrote “the establishment of a separate discipline labeled Black Studies must of 
necessity have built in obsolescence”.133  Her remedy was direct: “The goal must be to re-
write the history, art, sociological and other curricula so that the black man is written in 
																																								 																				




with the same intensity with which he was written out.  The victim has not only been the 
white student but the black student also.  Indeed, the victim has been society.”134 
Elma Lewis’ “At the Crossroads” Doom or Bloom,135 Celebrating Little People, 
The National Center of Afro-American Artists: Its Role in the Black Community,136 and 
The Elma Lewis School of Fine Arts: A History137 provide a modest list of writings that 
reveal Lewis’ philosophy’s penchant for self-knowledge and self-reliance gained through 
individual and group collaboration.  Like other artifacts illuminating her philosophy, 
Lewis remained consistent and unswerving.  Each of the examples (above), combined 
with copious examples of additional writings, third party interviews, and recollections 
gleaned from my interviews with former faculty, students, parents and community 
members offer consistent yet unique insight into Elma Lewis’ paradigm. 
Elma Lewis’ Philosophy and Culturally Relevant Arts Education (CRAE) 
 Educational models centering non-dominant culture students include culturally 
responsive education,138 culturally relevant education,139 and culturally relevant arts 
education.140  Although Lewis’ philosophy and School of Fine Arts pre-date these terms, 
twenty-first century arts educators might refer to Elma Lewis’ work as a prototype of 
culturally responsive education and/or culturally relevant arts education (CRAE).  In a 
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related vein, Lewis appears to have been aware of the discourse surrounding African-
centered pedagogy and is likely to have incorporated portions of the paradigm’s ideology 
into her practice, although the data from this study did not name the ELSFA as an 
African-centered school. 
AECE Philosophy, CRAE, and African-Centered Pedagogy 
Elma Lewis’ philosophy and methods appear to be an example of culturally 
relevant education141 fused with African-centered pedagogy when considered in the 
context of the model offered by Ladson-Billings’.142  Ladson-Billings maintained “that 
this pedagogy is both appropriate and necessary for African-centered education.”143  
Likewise, Elma Lewis declared “(S)ince the beginning of time, the artist has been the 
most potent historian, educator, and spiritual advisor, – the creator of the society’s most 
precious treasures.  Because of the scope of his contributions, the potential of the artist 
for correcting human ills is immeasurable.  Therefore, it is not in the realm of luxury but 
of necessity that the creative energies of the nation’s black population be nurtured and 
preserved for posterity” (underscores are in Lewis’ original manuscript).144  
 Citing the pedagogy of Marva Collins, Ladson-Billings noted that culturally 
relevant and African-centered education do not exclude the teaching of a European 
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centric curriculum; rather, the pedagogies support teaching these courses in a manner that 
is consistent with African-centered pedagogy’s call for academic achievement, cultural 
competence, and critical consciousness.145  Elma Lewis employed a similar attitude with 
regard to including Western classical art studies – classical music and classical ballet, for 
example – in her curriculum.  For Lewis, European art was used as a tool for self-
knowledge and self-discipline and never seen as a model art form.  She taught classical 
ballet, for example, so her students could understand their bodies’ strengths and abilities.  
From this place of empowerment Lewis’ pupils could make informed artistic decisions 
and create beauty. 
 Ladson-Billings and Lewis agreed on teachers’ commitment to African American 
students’ ability to learn.  Ladson-Billings stated “(O)ne of the things that makes this 
academic achievement possible is the teacher’s unwavering belief in the ability of the 
students to be educated.”146  Similarly, when describing her relationship with her students 
Lewis noted “I don’t promise them that life is fair, because if there’s one thing sure, life 
is not fair.  I don’t know how the gifts are given out.  I know you’re going to get some.  
Work as hard as you can and let’s see what you’re given.  Let’s see what you’ll throw 
away and what you’ll keep, because you’ll be able to sift it over and pick out some that 
are usable to you, and you’ll learn to bear the others, and you’ll get the best possible life.  
You’ll make a difference in the world.  Let’s go and I’m with you!  Whatever happens, 
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I’m with you!”147  ELSFA alumni interviewed for this study confirmed experiencing 
Lewis’ ‘unwavering belief’ in their ability to succeed artistically and personally. 
 Concerning cultural competence and African-centered schools, Ladson-Billings 
wrote “Cultural competence represents students’ ability to identify positively with Africa 
and African Americanness.  This aspect of culturally relevant teaching is a central 
element of most African-centered schools.”148  In a similar manner, cultural competence 
was the cornerstone of Elma Lewis’ curriculum: “Black children must have a sense that 
their people have and are creating things of beauty, intelligence and worth.  They need 
the sense of continuity, dignity and unity that they can only gain from their own artists 
and the history of their own art.”149 
 Elma Lewis’ approach to what Ladson-Billings referred to as sociopolitical 
consciousness reflected the trait as it is embodied in culturally relevant and African-
centered pedagogy.150  Ladson-Billings wrote “(B)eyond helping students to work for 
individual achievement, culturally relevant teachers work to help students understand the 
way structural constraints of both schooling and society inhibit the ability of certain 
groups to advance, no matter how hard they work.”151  Perhaps one of Lewis’ most 
compelling exhibitions employing arts education to develop students’ sociopolitical 
consciousness was demonstrated through her work with the incarcerated men in the 
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Massachusetts Correctional Institution at Norfolk (MCI Norfolk).  Lewis recounted 
“(When) the inmates realized they could write newspaper articles and get paid for them, 
they decided to present all kinds of things for sale.  Prior to our program, a prisoner was 
not paid for his work.  But now they started selling their writing and they put together a 
book called Who Took the Weight, which was from a song by Kool and the Gang.  They 
would not allow anybody to edit them—and they were very salty” (italics are in Lewis’ 
original manuscript).152 
 Finally, referring to culturally relevant pedagogy’s primary tenets, academic 
success, cultural competence, and critical consciousness, Ladson-Billings stated “(A)ll 
three aspects of culturally relevant pedagogy are necessary in an African-centered 
approach to education” and that “(W)ell designed and implemented African-centered 
schooling makes achievement normative.”153  Using these statements as a metric, Elma 
Lewis’ philosophy – arts education-as-cultural-emancipation – qualifies as 
simultaneously engaging culturally relevant and African-centered pedagogies.  Results of 
these educational methods are evidenced by ELSFA activities and outcomes of ELSFA 
alumni. 
 Borrowing the sentiment ensconced in the adage ‘a picture says a thousand 
words’, I offer a view of Lewis’ AECE pedagogy, a marriage of African centered 
pedagogy and culturally relevant pedagogy.  Each of the following vignettes offers a 
fabric of culturally relevant education’s demand for academic success and critical 
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consciousness bound to African centered pedagogy’s requirement of cultural competence.  
First, Black Nativity performances demonstrated ELSFA students’ academic achievement 
in music, dance, and theater infused with multi-leveled racial pride.  ELSFA alumni’s 
cultural competence and sociopolitical consciousness have produced Holmes’s Martin 
Luther King Day Google Doodle154 and Gloretta Baynes’ work as Chair and Curator of 
the African American Master Artists in Residence Program (AAMARP), an adjunct of 
the Department of African American Studies, Northeastern University.155  ELSFA alum 
Wyatt Jackson’s celebration of racial pride challenges his students’ sociopolitical 
consciousness through Hip Hop dance courses he teaches at The Boston Conservatory156 
and vocalists Fulani Haynes and Marilyn Andre celebrate racial pride through jazz 
performances and coaching young, aspiring opera singers.157 
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Figure 15. Model of Culturally Oriented Pedagogies. 
 
Recommendations for Further Research 
 Although it had been over thirty years since I last saw her, Swati’s gently lilting 
Hello, shy smile, and those eternally wavy tresses instantly transported me from that 21st 
century trendy outdoor café back to our violin lessons in the early 1980s.  Mrs. Palmer, 
the then-String Teacher for the Framingham Public Schools, had encouraged a high 
school-aged me to take on violin students in my neighborhood and Swati was my first 
pupil.  We met in music: neither my atypical African American experience nor her 
uncharacteristic East Indian American perspective found recognizable amplification in 
our suburban community.  Sometimes Swati’s mother would ask me to teach an Indian 
African Centered and Culturally Relevant pedagogies always fit into Multicultural 




song, but I didn’t know any and – at the time – hadn’t witnessed a conservatory trained 
teacher demonstrate how fun and interesting it could be to address a fundamentally 
Western art music problem (in this case, beginning string technique) through mining a 
student’s rich, cultural experience.158  Decades later I would learned the term integrated 
arts education159 as a descriptor for my fantasies of gazing at Swati and myself fixed in 
time on one of her mother’s large, vibrant, oil canvases.  Impatient with yester-year’s 
hegemonic mandates, 21st century teachers and students implore music education 
scholars to ask bold questions and find empowering answers, regardless of how the 
process may challenge established conventions160, upset assumed power dynamics,161 or 
otherwise disrupt our discipline’s historic tendency toward inertia.162 
My sincere desire to improve my practice (providing meaningful music classes 
that transform and/or inspire my urban students) guided me to investigate the philosophy 
and work of Elma Lewis.  Researching Ms. Lewis, her views, institutions, and her use of 
the arts and arts education as a tool advancing racial pride and equity for Black 
Bostonians has revealed abundant opportunities for further research.  My study exposes 
needs for scholarship on philosophies of music/arts education, music/arts education as 
social justice, music/arts education beyond the school day, Africa-descended artists and 
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their communities, and the intersection of African-centered pedagogy and music/arts 
education. 
Central to all pedagogies are their philosophies, their raison d’être.  Elma Lewis’ 
philosophy, Arts Education as Cultural Emancipation (AECE), merits further 
exploration.  Given that AECE philosophy expands the discourse examining relationships 
between music and arts education philosophy, scholarly research is necessary to 
determine its effect on curriculum development.  Lewis’ personal and philosophical 
perspectives as an Africa-descended, trained, musician-dancer-actress led her to value a 
multiple-arts content-specific program of study saturated with an integrated-arts approach 
to training.  Her curriculum required all students study and achieve proficiency in all arts 
disciplines prior to specializing in one content area. Lewis’ pedagogical model also 
infused the teaching of all arts disciplines within each course while simultaneously 
enfolding all art forms into school-wide events such as Black Nativity, Celebrate!, and 
the MCI-Norfolk men’s productions.  Distinct from the bulk of music education programs 
available today, Lewis’ curricular model centering arts education merits further study. 
Philosophical considerations arising from valuing genuine diversity in the music 
classroom demand an inquiry into AECE philosophy.  Although prevailing contemporary 
music education philosophies include a cultural component,163 only Lewis’ model centers 
students’ culture as an engine driving all to achieve personal, spiritual, and political 
freedom.  Investigations exploring AECE philosophy’s democratic approach to value and 
world cultures would likely offer provocative findings for all aspects of music/arts 
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curriculum, pedagogy, performance, and more, given Lewis’ insistence that Africa-
descended people’s art is as worthy, valuable, and as important to the human experience 
as the art of other great peoples. 
Elma Lewis’ work and her AECE philosophy challenge music/arts education 
scholars to conduct their research without assuming racially comparative stances.  Like 
Lewis’ work and my study, examinations involving Africa-descended (and other non-
White) peoples need not defer to European American philosophical, curricular, or 
pedagogical models to be valid, valuable, or influential.  Said plainly, music/arts 
education scholarship that assumes a comparative stance when concerned with Black 
(and other non-White) populations, that is, scholarship that maintains a normative 
disposition toward White, American, middle-class values, upholds an imperialist 
position164 and stands in direct opposition to Lewis’ goal aimed at leading all students to 
embrace their own culture.  It should be noted that Lewis did not teach Black peoples’ 
traditional arts alongside Western classical arts for the purpose of comparison.  Rather, 
her goals for incorporating these art forms in her curriculum focused on providing her 
students with a comprehensive training in fine arts of the world.  As the AECE paradigm 
makes clear, scholarly use of hegemonic positions can only expand knowledge when 
contextualized as a posture that a particular group of humans use in some circumstances. 
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of Music Education as a Site of Postcolonial Contestation." Action, Criticism, and Theory 
for Music Education (act.maydaygroup.org) 6, no. 4 (2007): 163–200; Deborah Bradley, 
"Music Education, Multiculturalism, and Anti-Racism: 'Can We Talk?' " Action, 
Criticism, and Theory (act.maydaygroup.org) 5, no. 2 (2006): 2–30; and Vincent C. 
Bates, "Rethinking Cosmopolitanism in Music Education." Action, Criticism, and Theory 
for Music Education (act.maydaygroup.org) 13, no. 1 (2014): 310–327. 
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Elma Lewis’ unique conscription of arts education into the service of social 
justice combined with her culturally situated definition of art warrants further research.  
While scholars have noted a disparity between the quantity and quality of music/arts 
education programs in schools with predominantly White/European American 
populations and schools with predominantly non-White populations,165 much opportunity 
exists for inquiry identifying and/or describing existing music/arts programs in schools 
with predominantly Black and/or non-White populations.  Just as Lewis plaited Black 
Bostonians’ racial pride into equity and equity into their racial pride, music/arts education 
scholars have the opportunity to permeate readers’ sightline with an array of culturally 
situated music/arts activities by reporting on the various creative and cultural goings-on 
in schools serving predominantly Black and Brown populations.  Study of musical and/or 
artistic endeavors aligned with dominant culture’s conception of choral, band, and 
orchestral ensembles among these populations will be valuable.  Study of music/arts 
activities aligned with local conceptions of ensemble, such as step squads and double 
Dutch teams, combined with musical/artistic activities taught and learned in locally 
relevant contexts would also richly expand the literature examining music/arts education 
as social justice. 
Opportunities for further study focusing on arts education beyond the school day 
are richly implicated by my research on Elma Lewis, her philosophy, and her institutions.  
																																								 																				
165. Kenneth Elpus, and Carlos R. Abril. "High School Ensemble Students in the 
United States: A Demographic Profile." Journal of Research in Music Education 
(MENC: The National Association for Music Education) 59, no. 2 (July 2011): 128–145; 
Lisa C. DeLorenzo, "Missing Faces from the Orchestra: An Issue of Social Justice?" 
Music Educators Journal (MENC: The National Association for Music Education) 98, 
no. 4 (June 2012): 39–46. 
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As of this writing I have found no scholarship explicitly focusing on arts education and 
African Americans nor writings on this population’s arts education taking place outside 
schooling.166  Likewise, arts institutions nationwide invest substantial resources in 
‘outreach’ programs targeted at Black and other non-White communities yet I have not 
found scholarly research devoted to these programs or their outcomes.  My research also 
exposes an opportunity to begin filling the vacuum on scholarship distinguishing between 
arts education programs for and by African Americans and arts education programs for 
Black students but conceived by Whites/non-Blacks.  Said another way, just as 
opportunities for scholarly examination of relationships between arts education 
‘outreach’ programs and Black communities is vast, possibilities for studying ‘inreach’ 
programs – like Lewis’ School of Fine Arts – and their relationships to the peoples they 
serve are immense. 
Parallel to Elma Lewis’ career as artist-educator-organizer, Africa-descended 
artists have maintained distinguished relationships with their local, national, and 
international Diaspora communities.  Radio, television, print, and digital media have 
documented Black artist-activist accomplishments and provided the public with 
provocative reports on musical artists, including Marian Anderson, Harry Belafonte, and 
Ann Hobson Pilot.167  Building on Lewis’ NCAAA/ELSFA model that nurtured 
																																								 																				
166. Akosua Addo’s dissertation examining Ghanaian children’s musical play 
initiated music education scholarship explicitly focused on Africa-descended peoples; 
Akosua Obuo Addo, Ghanaian Children's Music Cultures: A Video Ethnography of 
Selected Singing Games. Dissertation, Curriculum Studies, University of British 
Columbia, Vancouver: University of British Columbia, 1995. 
167. Ben Cosgrove, "The Concert that Sparked the Civil Rights Movement." 
Time. April 8, 2013. http://time.com/3764037/the-concert-that-sparked-the-civil-rights-
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relationships between established artists and aspiring students, scholars have ripe 
opportunities for exploring relationships between Black artist-activists and their 
communities. 
Finally, scholarship focused on pedagogues and institutions at the nexus of 
African-centered pedagogy and arts education stands as a logical next-step to this 
research focused on Elma Lewis, her philosophy, and her institutions.  Lewis’ AECE 
philosophy, an older and close relative to critical race theory “calls into question White 
middle class communities as the standard by which all others are judged”168 and her work 
“shifts the center of focus from notions of White, middle class culture to the 
Communities of Color.”169  Voicing a call for studies grounded in critical race theory 
(CRT), Lynn noted “we can start to think directly about the possibilities for using CRT to 
understand and form an analysis of the emancipatory teaching practices of Black social 
justice educators.”170  As of this writing I have found no scholarship attending to this 
intersection.  Scholarship exploring interdisciplinary models of academic and arts 
education in the context of African-centered schools/programs would enlarge the 
literature on African-centered pedagogy and music/arts education.  Additionally, 
scholarship expanding this junction from both historic and contemporary perspectives 
																																								 																																							 																																							 																																							 																				
movement/ (accessed August 18, 2016); Harry Belafonte, interview by Gwen Ifill. "Harry 
Belafonte Reflects on Life as a Singer, Actor and Activist." PBS NewHour. PBS. WGBH, 
Boston. November 14, 2011; Eichler, Jeremy. "Tribute to Accomplished Harpist, 
Classical Trailblazer." The Boston Globe. Boston Globe Media Partners, LLC. Boston, 
MA, July 28, 2011. 
168. Yosso, Whose Culture has Capital?, 82  
169. Ibid., 77. 
170. Lynn, Race, Culture, and the Education of African Americans, p.115–116. 
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would expand knowledge focused on African-centered pedagogy infused with arts 
education. 
 Just as Elma Lewis penetrated time and place, anointing me to conduct this study, 
so I summon you: adopt Lewis’ AECE paradigm as your philosophical reservoir; let its 
liberating currents rejuvenate all aspects of your pedagogy and practice.  It is your 
students’ – and all students’ – rite to fully know and embrace their own culture on its own 
terms and in all its complexity.  Follow Lewis’ lead.  Genuinely nurture your students’ 
artistry by grounding it in their traditions and mores and those of the great cultures of the 
world.  Echo Elma Lewis as you guide your students in discovering the vast, artistic 
wealth saturating their communities and available to them.  Last but most certainly not 
least, observe your students’ inner, outer, and spiritual metamorphosis when your practice 





Appendix 1: ELSFA interviewees 
Table 2. Individuals Interviewed by Sonya White Hope. 
Interviewee’s 
name 
Current professional title 
Capacity with reference to 
an Elma Lewis institution 
E. Barry Gaither 
Director and Curator, Museum of the National Center of 
Afro-American Artists and 
Special Consultant to the Museum of Fine Arts, Boston 
Betty Hillmon 
Department Head, Music 
The Park School 
Faculty, ELSFA 
Paul Goodnight 




Chair and Curator, African 
American Master Artists in 
Residence Program 
(AAMARP), an adjunct of 





Kathe McKenna Founder, Haley House Parent, ELSFA 
Marilyn Andry 
Co-Director, The Butterfly 





Dancer and Hair Stylist Student, ELSFA 
Richard Evans 
Member the Gospel Love 
Tones and Property Manager 
Student, ELSFA 
Fulani Haynes 
















Current professional title 
Capacity with reference to 
an Elma Lewis institution 
Makeda Kamara 








Former State Representative, 
Retired Professor, 
Massachusetts Institute of 
Technology (MIT) 






Appendix 2: Lewis’ Projects & Racial Pride and Equity 
Table 3. Racial Pride and Equity through Playhouse in the Park. 







• Playhouse in the Park 
offered African American 
performers an intimacy 
with the audience through 
opportunities to perform in 
a context that was 
sufficiently accessible that 
a genuinely mixed 
audience could attend; 
• The project offered artists 
an opportunity to perform 
professionally with 
African Americans and in 
an African American 
community. 
 
• Playhouse in the Park 
performers received respect for 
their artistry on account of 
performing in a professional 
quality performance venue; 
• The density of African 
American performances 
scheduled throughout each 
season demonstrated an 
alternate paradigm in which 
African American artists were at 
the center rather than the 
margin; 
• The project offered an authentic, 
intimate, family-friendly 
African American performance 










Playhouse in the Park offered an 
intimacy between audience 
members and the performers, 
literature, and performance styles 
through: 
• communal celebration and 
support of high quality 
African American 
performances, literature, 
and styles and 
• offering an alternate 
paradigm in which a 
variety of audience 
behaviors were 
appropriate. 
• Playhouse in the Park gave 
African American audiences 
accessible opportunities to 
attend performances of 
renowned, Africa-descended 
artists; 
• The project offered easily 
accessible opportunities for 
African American audiences to 
attend professional quality 
performances in their own 
community. 
• The project offered easily 
accessible opportunities for 
African American community 
members to support and 
celebrate the accomplishments 
of community performers – both 









• Programming African 
American artistic styles 
deliberately intended to 
celebrate the broad artistry 
of Africa-descended 
peoples and these peoples’ 
experiences; 
• Literature and artistic 
styles received nuanced 
performances due to the 
emic relationship between 
the performers and the 
works performed.1 
• Like the performers, 
themselves, Playhouse in the 
Park programming 
demonstrated an alternate 
paradigm center and 
• The project insured professional 
level performances for works 
that might not have received 








Table 4. Racial Pride and Equity through Black Nativity. 







• Annual performances of 
Black Nativity offered 
African Americans the 
opportunity to perform a 
seminal work of a 
celebrated African 
American literary figure 
and 
• The project created an 
opportunity for African 
American actors to work in 
an all Black performance 
setting. 
• Annual performances of 
Black Nativity offered 
African American actors 
the opportunity to perform 
in non-stereotypical roles 
and 
• The project offered actors 
the opportunity to perform 
African American 
traditional and folk artistry 







• Annual performances of 
Black Nativity offered 
African Americans the 
opportunity to experience 
multiple, culturally 
grounded modes of artistic 
expression in an affirming, 
celebratory context and 
• The project allowed Black 
audiences to view African 
American actors in non-
stereotypical roles. 
• Annual performances of 
Black Nativity offer all 
audience members an 
opportunity to view an 
entire cast of African 
American actors and 
• The project offers all 
audience members an 
opportunity to attend a 









As an art piece, Black Nativity supports racial pride and moves African 
Americans closer to racial equity by continuing to demonstrate African 
American art as worthy, valuable, and relevant through command 




2. In addition to annual productions of Black Nativity by the NCAAA, Hughes’ 
musical play ran on Broadway and has recently been adapted into a motion picture; 
ELSFA History (1992) (M 43); IMDb. Black Nativity. 2015. 
http://www.imdb.com/title/tt1425922/ (accessed March 4, 2015). 
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Table 5. Racial Pride and Equity through the ELSFA-MCI Norfolk Collaboration. 





• The project was designed 
with master, Africa-
descended artists as 
mentors and models; and 
• Courses focused on 
African American artistic 
topics and were delivered 
in an authentic manner. 
• The project – an 
opportunity rather than a 
punishment – was 
sanctioned by law; 
• The project provided 
supports necessary for 
individual and collective 
success; 
• Courses gave participants 
valuable job skills that 




• The men had a 
contextualized opportunity 
for studying African 
American artworks; 
• The men had a 
contextualized opportunity 
for creating original 
artworks. 
• Uncharacteristic of 
descriptions of African 
American incarcerated 
men, participants were 
permitted to speak for 
themselves and in their 
own self-defense through 
their art. 
• Presentations of the men’s 
artworks combined with 
the art works’ high quality 
demanded the world 
outside MCI Norfolk re-
consider their assumptions 





Table 6. Racial Pride and Equity through Content-Focused Projects. 
 Racial Pride Equity 
Participants/
performers 
Mentors offered culturally and 
content-centered affirmation to 
participants/performers. 
All projects offered ethnically 
relevant education that was tailored 
to the participants’/performers’ 
artistic and cultural needs and were 
not offered anywhere else. 
Artworks 
Africa-descended persons’ art 
works were exhibited and/or 
performed for a variety of African 
American and mixed audiences. 
All projects expanded opportunities 
for racially mixed populations to 
interact with artworks by African 
Americans. 
 
Content-focused projects discussed above include the ELSFA/MassArt Partnership, 




Appendix 3: Elma Lewis’ Legacy in Documents 
Figure 16. Elma Lewis and childhood friend Duke Ellington.3 
 
																																								 																				
3. "Elma Lewis and childhood friend Duke Ellington." National Center of Afro-
American Artists. (M42). Boston, MA: University Library Archives and Special 



















Figure 20. Detail of Elma Lewis from Malcolm X Blvd. 
mural in Dudley Square, Roxbury, MA.4 
																																								 																				
4. Sonya White Hope, Elma Lewis detail from Malcolm X Blvd. mural in Dudley 




Figure 21. Sonya White Hope viewing Elma Lewis portrait.5
																																								 																				
5. Carol Murray, Sonya White Hope Viewing Portrait of Elma Lewis. Boston. 
This photograph of Sonya White Hope regarding Ms. Lewis was taken at the Museum 
of the National Center of Afro-American Artists.  Murphy Lewis, an African American 
composer, bassist, and former Program Director for the Arts for the Boston Public 
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